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RPM rapture 


a ard drives. We 
trust them with 
the existence of our 
digital lives, yet for 
the most part we 
treasure them only in 
so far as they satiate 
our need for space 
and speed. And when it comes to the 
latter, one has long been king. 

The original Raptor is up there with 
the likes of the Voodoo1 and Sound 
Blaster 16 as a device that started a 
revolution. In a time when 7200rpm was 
the de facto, WD came out with the 
10,000rpm Raptor. It wasn’t big, but it 
was fast. 

Ostensibly, it was made for the 
enterprise. But where it saw the 
greatest uptake wasn't with the suits — it 
was with the enthusiasts. The hardcore 
geeks. Us. 

Last year WD met with Atomic to 
talk shop about the future of storage 
and, in particular, the coveted Raptor. 
With arms waving like a crazy man we 
extolled the virtues of an affordable, 
10k rpm SATA drive for the burgeoning 
market of hardcore PC users. WD 
listened, nodded sagely, and intimated 
that plans were already afoot. 

And now, as promised, the Son of 
Raptor is here. And it’s beautiful. But 
not only did WD release a new, fatter, 
and faster Raptor but it designed a 
version purely for the hardcore - it’s got 
a window, no less. 

In our pale, untanned hands we 
have the first Raptor 150 drives in the 
country. Four of them, in fact. 

And yes they're fast. And yes the 
window is cool. For the first time, | have 
seen just how fast 8ms of seek actually 
looks — it’s so fast the heads might as 
well have just teleported across the 
disk. Amazing. | can only imagine the 
potential a few well placed LEDs would 
bring to it in a Hotbox. Bling at its best. 

Enjoy the issue. Send us an email 
and tell us what you think. 


Ashton Mills 
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O: usually technologically backward 
Government will soon make up - ina 
small way — for its past mistakes by modifying 
copyright laws to allow the duplication of music 
digitally for personal 
use with MP3 players 
and music CDs. 

The review of the 
Copyright Act 1968 
in light of advancing 
technology, 
announced back 
in May last year by 
Attorney-General 
Phillip Ruddock, was 
an important step for 
the Government in 
recognising that not 
everyone who copies music is a criminal. 

The decision in many ways mirrors the High 
Court's choice to uphold judgement in favour 
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#OO9 Optical media 

To commemorate the start of a full-blown format war 
between Blu-ray and HD-DVD, let's go back and visit the 
humble beginnings of optical media, starting with the 
Laserdisc and ending with the cool holographic disc. 
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of mod chips in the Sony vs Eddy Stevens 
case, a four-year legal battle settled in October 
of last year. While the High Court agreed that 
the duplication of games was illegal, a mod 
chip in itself was 

not responsible for 
someone duplicating 
the games. 

‘Many Australians 
believe quite 
reasonably that they 
should be able to 
record a television 
program or format- 
shift music from their 
own CD to an iPod or 
MP3 player without 
infringing copyright 
law. However, this issue needs careful 
consideration,’ Ruddock said in the May 
2005 announcement. 


hout. Seriously, it’s that awesome. 


The changes to the Act will be made 
official sometime this year. For now, there’s no 
problem with owners of MP3 players and CD 
burners continuing with their currently illegal 
activities. Federal law enforcement agencies 
are primarily interested in distributors of 
copyrighted material, so you, your iPod and 
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It ll still be illegal to download Britney on the 
Kazaa. Not that you’d be ever be downloading 
Britney. On Kazaa. 


your Pixies MP3 collection don’t pose much 
of a concern. 

Note that these changes do not make it legal 
to download music from file-sharing networks, 
and it remains illegal to duplicate or download 
movies from such services. 


Technically 
it’s illegal to 
put songs 
on your MP3 
player. 
Who knew? 


Compact Disc (CD) The CD-ROM changed the way we distributed data. Gone was 
the tiny 1.44MB of the floppy disc and in its place 640MB. Computer magazines 
started releasing hundreds of demos on cover discs, backing up hard drives was a 
cinch, and the split volume functionality of ZIP fell into disuse. 


COMPACT 


1985 


Laserdisc (LD) The first incarnation of the compact disc came in the form of the Laserdisc, developed by Philips. 
The Laserdisc however, is the only optical storage medium to store data in an analog fashion, instead of digital. 
While this granted the format a ‘nicer’ sound, it limited the capacity and functionality of the disc. Although the 
Laserdisc failed to be successful, to this day it retains a niche following of audiophiles. 


I aeatiiecs 
Bat tol BES 


atemic 


Blues 


Blu-ray is gatheving steam while HD-DVD just 
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We: all tired of format wars —- VHS vs 
Betamax, DVD+R vs DVD-R and now 
Blu-ray vs HD-DVD. If consumers weren't 
already confused, a good battle of standards 
always seals the deal. Except this time round 
we may just have a clear winner sooner rather 
than later. 

Blu-ray has been progressing in massive 
strides over the last few months. While both 
Sony and Toshiba (and their partners) will 
have Blu-ray and HD-DVD players in the 
market within a few months of each other, 
Sony has already beaten Toshiba to the punch 


with the first Blu-ray writer drive in the form 
of Pioneer's BDR-101A. Although the drives 


an Booker writes. 


and the media is expensive at the moment 
— there’s a ballpark US$1000 price tag on the 
BDR-101A and Panasonic will be shipping 
50GB discs at US$60 each later this year — it 
will eventually be less costly as the standard, 
and the hardware, becomes prevalent. Blu-ray 
is also the better format, offering faster movie 
playback speeds and larger data capacities. 
Ironically, Betamax, Sony's failed alternative 
to VHS, was also better than its competitor. A 
lack of strong licensing agreements however 
doomed the format. 
The other card in Sony’s favour is the 
use of Blu-ray in the company’s upcoming 
PlayStation 3 console, the success of which 
will more than likely determine the fate of 
Blu-ray. Oddly enough, Microsoft is planning 
to adopt HD-DVD for the Xbox 360 - for 
movies only — in the form of an external 
drive. However, at this year’s Consumer 
Electronics Show (CES), Peter Moore, 
corporate VP of worldwide marketing 
and publishing for Xbox, let slip that it 
has no problem sitting on the fence until 
the format war is over, and just releasing 
an external drive for the victor. Without 
Microsoft's direct support, HD-DVD is the 
weaker competitor. 


Digital Versatile Disc (DVD) It's the standard optical disc format these days — and for good reason. With 
a standard capacity of 4.7GB (and 9.4GB for double-sided and dual-layer), DVD put the 640MB capacity of 
CD to shame. With DVD, home video libraries began to billow and boxed TV sets became all the rage. In 2003, 


DVD sales exceeded those of VHS, and many retailers are phasing out the venerable magnetic tape. 
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Older DVD drives that rely on software 

to handle region coding won't work in 
Windows Vista, the successor to Microsoft's 
Windows XP operating system, according to 
a blog on the MSDN website (blogs.msdn. 
com/oldnewthing). ‘The code to support 
the older drives is complex, and the drives 
that the optical storage team purchased 
prior to 1 January 2000 are dead or dying. 
Consequently, testing the code that 
provides support for old drives has become 
increasingly difficult, and when the last old 
drive finally gives up the ghost, testing will 
become impossible altogether,’ it says. 


Wininternals has once again blown 
the whistle on a company using a rootkit 
to hide important files and folders. Mark 
Russinovich, the man who uncovered 
Sony’s DRM rootkit, recently found 
Symantec’s SystemWorks software doing 
the same thing. Symantec has since 
released an update to enhance the security 
of this feature, as it can be used by virus 
writers to conceal malicious files from 
removal tools. 


Infinium has finally released a product. 
The shame is it’s not the long-awaited 
Phantom. No, it’s the company’s ‘Lapboard’. 
Although intended for use with the Phantom, 
the wireless keyboard/mouse combo (with 
included swivel) will soon be available to PC 
_ users the world over. 


And them’s the CDs. And DVDs. And 
other assorted optical formats. Check out 
this section next month when we disclose 
the history of the salted peanut! 


Blu-ray and HD-DVD Although Blu-ray and HD-DVD were announced a few years ago, 2006 HDDVD 
will be the year that decides which format will be the successor to DVD. Sony's technologically noe 
superior Blu-ray is currently the favourite, but the easier-to-implement HD-DVD is still very 
much in the race. The companies and their partners debuted players at this year’s CES. 


Bluray Dise 


Holographic Versatile Disc (HVD) With DVD still very popular and the fight 
between Blu-ray and HD-DVD going strong, it's hard to think someone would be 
looking at holographic discs for use in the future. But they are, and these 1.9TB 
behemoths are technically feasible... and working fine in R&D labs. 
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W companies like RealNetworks and 
Microsoft already working hard on 
their own Digital Rights Management systems 
(DRM), Google’s recent announcement at the 
2006 Consumer Electronics Show (CES) that 
it would be developing its own DRM raised 
many a concerned eyebrow. 

The repercussions of a DRM war are all too 
obvious - consumer confusion, conflicting 
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violence 
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standards and software bloat. In five or 10 
years we may all be running several types of 
DRM software on our PCs. At this point DRM 
is inevitable, but having this many players in 
the area of DRM development doesn’t help 
this inevitability. Also note that hardware- 
based DRM systems (such as the Fritz chip 
of years gone by) still lurk about. 

Google has a perfectly good reason to 


develop it’s own solution. Along with the 

DRM announcement, Google launched it’s 
video search engine (video.google.com). 
Although the GUI to the engine isn't the most 
spectacular and licensed content from the 
likes of US broadcaster CBS and the National 
Basketball Association is region-restricted, 

it nonetheless requires a system to manage 
the duplication of content - especially as 
content users will be paying for. Indeed, an 
organisation like CBS wouldn't supply content 
without a guarantee that its copyrights would 
be maintained. Google video of course 

isn’t totally commercial - users are free to 
download a great deal of unlicensed content 
supplied by other users. 

A DRM system and a video search engine 
weren't the only things Google had up its 
sleeve at CES this year. 

In recent times, the once Web-only Google 
has made more definite advances into 
the realm of software, first with its Google 
Desktop Search, then Google Talk, and 
now the company plans to release a pack 
containing these applications, along with a 
few others, to enhance the Web experience. 

The bundle called ‘Google Pack’ will 
contain — in addition to the aforementioned 
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Google’s video search joins the company’s 
rapidly expanding portfolio of services. 


apps — AdAware, Trillian, Firefox, Acrobat 
Reader and various video and audio codecs. 
Surprisingly, it also comes with Norton 
AntiVirus (NAV), and it’s not clear at this time 
whether Google Pack will be a free offering. 
With Symantec on board with NAV (which 
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comes with a six-month subscription), it’s 


unlikely Google Pack will be available without 


some sort of price. 
Even with the strength of it’s online 


presence and massive wealth, Google 
may be spreading itself thinly. Microsoft is 
currently competing with Google's search 
engine with its improving MSN Search, 
and even Europe has stated that France 
Telecom and Germany’s Deutsche Telekom 
are working on Quaero, a European search 
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engine with features such as image indexing, 


support for multiple platforms (including 
mobile) and superior text and audio 
translation services. With Google increasing 
its presence in the desktop software market, 
it draws closer to grinding against Microsoft 
and further away from the likes of Yahoo 
and AOL. Whether this is good or bad for 
Google remains to be seen - if the company 
isn't careful it may find itself losing ground in 
areas it for all intents and purposes owned. 


_ EMPIREEFART- 


RAT XS 


} 


Dominate online with 
enhanced multiplayer features. 


o]epdn 


update 


A distributed denial of service attack 
brought Alex Tew’s Million Dollar Homepage 
(www. milliondollarhomepage.com) to its 
knees mid last month, just a few days after 
the last pixels on the site’s main page were 
sold. If you’re not familiar with Tew and his 
website, the UK university student came 

up with a plan to host a website and sell off 
one million pixels of space for advertising at 
US$1 per pixel. 


Firefox 2.0? But we’ve only just got 
1.5! No matter. The developers of the free 
web browser are getting ready to release 
a beta of the improved Firefox in early 
February, with the full shebang coming 
some time in the middle of the year. 
Firefox 2.0 promises to bring us better 
tabbed browsing, as well as an improved 
extension manager and enhancements to 
RSS handling. 


A recent flaw in Windows relating to 

the management of Windows Metafiles 
has made serious headlines after the 
self-proclaimed security guru Steve Gibson 
accused the flaw of being a secret back 
door, that had been inserted into the 

code by Microsoft intentionally. As we 
expected, Microsoft has strongly denied 
the accusation. 


Google has decided to censor its own 
search engine results at the request of 
the Chinese Government - don’t worry, 


it's only for the Chinese language version. 
Previously the government had blocked 
access to the popular search engine in its 
continuing effort to suppress the flow of 
information in and out of the country. 
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Ve Atomicans will remember 

the grand LAN event known as 
WorldLANGibFragCon XP 97. Yes, it had 
a long name but damn, it was awesome. If 


anything cemented Atomic as the hip, new and 
cool magazine revolution of the 21st century, 
it was WorldLANGibFragCon XP 97. 

We love doing this stuff. And we want to 
start doing it again. Except we want to supply 
the PCs so you can come, sit and start gaming 
straight away. 

This won't be a once-only affair either. We'd 
love to have regular LAN events with prizes, 
competitions and a BBQ lunch. At these events 
you won't have to worry about carting your PC 
- we'll supply the hardware. It’s the best idea 
since electricity, or the hessian bag. 

To this end we've gone and bought 16 PCs 
equipped with some of the latest, top-end 


hardware — specifically for these LAN events. 
We're excited about the prospect of getting 
some big name sponsors, you guys and these 
PCs in one room and having a great time. 
These machines are packed with Athlon 
64 CPUs and 7800GT video cards so they're 
more than capable of handling today’s games. 
With these boxes at our disposal, we can really 
support the very active gaming side of Atomic. 
Just look at the gaming forums at www. 
atomicmpc.com.au to see how true this is. 
Atomic has always been about hardware, 
gaming and community. This is our way 
of bringing all three of these together ina 
fantastic, fun way. If you have any ideas or 
suggestions for events or would otherwise like 
to be involved, send an email to Cathy Snell at 
csnell@atomicmpc.com.au. We can't wait to 
hear from you. 


AMD to fell Intel? 


Intel flags under continued assault from AMD. Will 
a new architecture be enough? Logan Booker reports. 


W AMD announced that it will be 
using the silicon-on-insulator-based 
Z-RAM to double the L2 cache on future CPUs 
(see Futureproof this issue, page 12), Intel has 
slipped further behind the technology curve 
and lost market share. 

A major indicator of Intel's flagging 
performance is the increase in desktop PCs in 
the US armed with AMD CPUs. According to 
industry analysts, about half of such systems 
exist, a high proportion for the once struggling 
company. Intel on the other hand has lost 
some 20 percent share in the same sector. 


Everyone is waiting for Intel’s new 


“a “The once-struggling AMD has 
turned the tables on chip-rival Intel. 


architecture — a combination of the Pentium 

4 and the Pentium M. Although the Pentium 4 
has hit speeds of 3.8GHz, the hard working, 
cooler-running and lower-clocked Athlon 64s 
have regularly come out on top. With Intel 
chips hitting the $1000 mark, the speedier and 
cheap AMD products have been appealing. 

Funnily enough, AMD is reportedly raising 
the cost of its high-end Opterons to discourage 
their purchase by enthusiasts, while slashing 
prices on Athlon 64s to promote sales. 

Even companies like Dell are realising the 
pros of AMD and it has suggested its pre-built 
systems may stray from Intel sometime in the 
future. Previously the only headway AMD made 
with Dell was with Opterons in server PCs. 

Intel is down but by no means out. It will rely 
on its new architecture, and better pricing on 
its desktop processors to reclaim what it’s lost. 
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Experience stunning performance. Enjoy ultra-sleek design. 
The I-Trigue 3400 is a top-of-the-line speaker system that 

lets you enjoy the best of both worlds. Featuring two stylishly 
designed satellites, each boasting three high-precision 
NeoTitanium dome micro-drivers and a powerful wooden 

sub with a 6.5” long-throw driver, the I-Trigue 3400's design 
complements any living room, while also delivering impressive 
sonic accuracy and clarity with a clean, strong bass. 


> Advanced NeoTitanium Tri-Array™ speaker technology for accurate, 
balanced and natural sound 


> Powerful wooden subwoofer with a huge 6.5" long throw driver 
for louder and deeper bass 


> Dual-flared port for lower and cleaner bass response 


> Wired remote control with a large, easy to manage volume dial and 
bass level control for personalised adjustment 


> Auxiliary input with exclusive cable for easy connection to your 
portable audio player 


> Video game adapter for instant connection to your home entertainment device 
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Bass level control Sy 


Headphone jack for private listening 


NeoTitanium micro-drivers: Clearly superior 


Many Creative I-Trigue speaker systems feature advanced NeoTitanium 
micro-drivers that deliver exceptionally clear and accurate audio 
performance. These micro-drivers are delicately crafted with Titanium 
- a precious metal used notably in spacecraft and expensive jewellery 
-and are driven by powerful Neodymium magnets. Carefully tuned by 
our audio engineers, the result is superior sound delivery when 
compared to common aluminium micro-drivers. 


Sounds best with Er 
BLASTER 


Creative I-Trigue 3400 


Auxiliary input with 
exclusive cable for 

easy connection to 
digital audio player 


©2005 Creative Labs Pty Ltd. All rights reserved. 
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Exciting news from Canberra — a team 
of researchers at the Australian National 
University, in collaboration with the 
European Space Agency (ESA), has 
developed a new type of ion engine that’s 
four times faster than current designs. 
lon engines are of great interest to 
organisations such as ESA and NASA 
because although they’re not as powerful 
as chemical (rocket) engines, they are 
many, many times more efficient. 


The Institute of Electrical and Electronics 
Engineers, Inc. has approved a draft 
version of the 802.11n wireless standard. 
The 802.11n makes use of a number of 
technologies including MIMO (multiple-input, 
multiple-output) that should reportedly allow 
it to hit speeds of about 600Mb/s. We'll 

have to wait until next year for things to be 
finalised, so expect working hardware in late 
2007 or early 2008. 


A collaborative effort between the 
National Institute for Medical Research and 
the University of Durham in the UK has 
paved the way for ‘optical binding’. This is 
a process that exploits the natural functions 
of light and magnetism to fuse nanoscale 
objects together. Their fst Se A 100- 


excuses 
for sucking 
at online 
multiplayer 
games 


You suck - you’re a 
noob and you suck at 
being that too. 


They suck - you’re still 
a noob, just not as big a 


noob as these guys. 


Hacks - they hacked 
you, or aimbotted your 


noob butt. You still suck. 


Real life distraction - 
cat lands on your 
keyboard, kid brother 
punches your kidney, 
you suck, etc. 


Lag - even with ADSL2+ 
and a local server, you 
still manage to suck. 


Quenchin 


your thirst fox the latest 
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R= AMD licensed a new technology, 
called Zero Capacitor RAM (Z-RAM) 
to advance its CPUs further beyond the 


reaches of Intel. This follows its use of silicon- 
on-insulator (SOI) technology that makes 
Opertons and Athlon faster and cooler. 

So what's Z-RAM? Essentially it’s a memory 
technology that eliminates the need for 
conventional transistor/capacitor pairing in 
a RAM device. It relies of a phenomenon 
know as Floating Body - a side effect of 
SOI technology - to replace the capacitor. It 
gives a two-fold increase in transistor density, 
which translates to double the memory in 
the same space. For processors, this allows 
cache transistors to be scaled with those of 
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Z-RAM in use. If a positive charge is detected, the 
RAM reads it as a ‘1’ (top), while a negative charge 
returns a ‘0’ (bottom). What was once considered a 
‘flaw’ in SOI technology has become our saviour. 


the CPU - current embedded RAM (eDRAM) 
technologies don't scale well beyond 90nm, 
while Z-RAM functions at 45nm and beyond. 

Z-RAM inventor Dr Pierre Fazan has founded 
Innovative Silicon to market the technology. 

The key to Z-RAM is the Floating Body 
effect. The area around an SOI transistor 
retains a residual charge as it is used. This 
charge was considered a disadvantage to 
using SOI over conventional CMOS as it 
affected the SOI transistor ‘floating’ within the 
affected area and tended to leak into other 
transistors corrupting the data they held. 
Innovative Silicon however, has developed 
a way to harness this charge, amplify and 
contain it. By sending a small current through 
the transistors and detecting an excess 
positive or negative charge, the RAM can reply 
with a ‘1’ or ‘0’ respectively. 

AMD plans on using Z-RAM to double the 
L2 cache on its future CPUs, up to a predicted 
maximum of 5MB (for now). With dual-core 
chips the standard these days, this amount of 
L2 won't sit idly. 

Z-RAM reduces manufacturing costs, with 
Silicon Innovation citing an optimistic 55 
percent saving over eDRAM. This will help 
balance the increased production costs of 
SOI (insulated silicon is more expensive than 
raw silicon). With Z-RAM able to scale with 
increasingly smaller fabrication processes, it's 
clear it is the way of future. 

Intel, on the other hand, has yet to adopt 
SOI and until that happens, it will have to rely 
on CMOS and eDRAM. 
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These poor, 
anaemic little 
iMacs are 
being given 
a new 
lease on life 
from the intel 
Core Duo. 
Check mate. 
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Resistance Is futile 


The Mac gets assimilated. Tim Dean 
wonders whether Windows is next. 


A least that's what Apple wants us to think. 
If you've seen the new telly ad for the Intel- 


powered iMac, you'll know what I'm talking about. 
It's all gloaty and patronising - standard Apple 
fare — about Intel chips being ‘set free’ from dull, 
boring PCs. 

There's no question it's advertising genius. It’s 
truly a cheeky ad, and it'll surely gain traction 
with a lot of viewers. However, | reckon a great 
deal of its cheekiness comes not from the tone, 
but from the fact they've managed to tell the story 
backwards. And they almost got away with it. 

They'd like us to think that these poor old Intel 
chips are now being given a new lease of life in 
Macs. However, the opposite is true. These poor, 
anaemic little iMacs are being given a new lease 
on life from the Intel Core Duo. Check mate. 

At least they’re not calling it a supercomputer 
this time. 

But, PC pfaff aside, | can’t say I’m not looking 
forward to the possibilities now that Apple has 
come over to our side. The prospect of running 
Windows on one of these little iMacs is intriguing. 
Although it’s not nearly as intriguing to me as the 
idea of running OS X on my PC. 

There's already been a lot of talk about these 
very subjects, and how (at least as | write this), 
no one's seen any success either way. The big 
problem is the EFI (Extensible Firmware Interface) 
on the iMac. Poor Windows XP still uses the 
archaic BIOS system, and as they say in the 
scanner world: never the twain shall meet. 

That's not to say there aren’t a host of code 
monkeys on both sides of the computing fence 
frantically beavering away in a valiant attempt 
to tear down that fence. There’s even a reward 
offered for the first person who successfully gets 
Windows XP dual-booting with OS X and posts 
the instructions (see winxponmac.com/ 

The Contest.html). 
Personally, | reckon it won't actually be done. 


The big picture behind technology 
and the world around us 


(2) 


Even if someone can patch XP to handle EFI, all 
the drivers are going to have to be rewritten. EFI 
is really quite different to the old BIOS system, so 
just porting drivers won't do the trick. 

But Vista is an entirely different story. It should 
support EFI right out of the box. There are still 
other compatibility issues to get around, such as 
drivers, disk formats and partitions, but these are 
far from insurmountable. 

In fact, when Apple says it doesn’t mind people 
trying to get Windows to run on their new Intel 
Macs, | reckon they're not referring to XP at all. 
They’re waiting for Vista. And then it'll be on for 
young and old. 

However, it's really the idea of dual booting into 
OS X on a PC with EFI that appeals to me. Can it 
be done? 


According to Apple Australia’s hardware man, 
Geoff Winder: Nup. 

Although | hasten to add it wasn't a very 
convincing ‘nup’. When | asked whether you could 
load an Intel-compiled OS X on a PC, his best 
reply consisted of some stumbled assertions that 
doing so would be breaking the OS license. That's 
hardly going to matter to some Mac/PC enthusiast 
in their parents’ basement. 

Just for the record, | also think it's going to be a 
no-go. We know that the iMac has a TPM (Trusted 
Computing Module) installed, which could easily 
be configured to prevent any OS shenanigans. OS 
X only has to look for the right TPM module, and if 
it's not there — kaput. 

Still, it's going to be a fun few months trying to 
find out. 

Also, let me be the first to 
say to all Mac enthusiasts: 
Welcome to the world of Intel. 


Tell Tim that Macs are the 
greatest thing ever. 
tim@atomicmpc.com.au 


atemic 


MGeN¢ 
eS 


> Support Intel ATX 12V 2.2, Intel EPS 12V 2.1 & AMD GES 
> Support Intel Pentium 4, Pentium D & AMD Athlon 64 CPUs 
> Support BTX form factor 
| > Dual rails +12V1, +12V2 output 
| > Low noise & excellent heat dissipation with Intelligent-Thermal 
Fan Control Technology 
> More amperage for hardware expansion 
> Independent OVP & OCP 
> 0.99 power factor, 78%+ total efficiency 


Support!PCI-E 2 VAN e122) 
Ao0W/&:450W) 
output 


header for/M/B= 


eCIENGCy, 


Available in 300W/350W/400W/450W 


AEOVAS 
FOU WV ce 


Gos Distributors: 
e| Auscomp Computers Pty Ltd. Compucon Computers Pty Ltd. 
Unit 29 / 43 Lang Parade, Milton Unit 8, No 3 Gibbes Street, Chatswood 
ACBEL POLYTECH INC. QLD 4064, Australia 2067 NSW Sydney, Australia 
(T) 61-7-3720-8222 (T) 61 -2-9496-5820 
Www.auscompcomputers.com Www.compucon.com.au 
vse SOS SOS“ S65 sales@auscompcomputers.com judy.wong@compucon.com.a 


fam fom la fa» fam” 


| 


atomic chat 


A: you have no doubt noticed, Kate 
Inabinet has been with Atomic for a 
number of months now, imparting her wisdom 
on gaming, games development and the 
industry. If you happened to attend Atomic 
Live, you’d of had the chance to see her 
present as well. 

For those who missed out, here’s your 
chance to gain a bit of insight into the world of 
Kate and her job as an animator — which has 
seen her bring Transformers to life. 


Atomic How did you get started in the games 
industry? Was it always your plan to get 
involved in it? 

Kate Inabinet | kind of fell into the games 
industry. When | first studied animation, 

my goal was to work in advertising or film, 
and | did enjoy a number of years in those 
fields. When | went back to the Academy 

of Interactive Entertainment (AIE) to study 
advanced animation | was approached by 
Atari (then Infogrames) at one of the industry 
nights. | had no real interest in games but it 
was the lure of working on a title based on one 
of my favourite childhood cartoons that caused 
me to change my mind. Who could resist the 
chance to work on Transformers? Since then 

| have never looked back. | honestly believe 

| have one of the most rewarding jobs anyone 
could possibly wish for, and | thoroughly 
encourage anyone interested in pursuing a 
career in games. 


Atomic How has animating changed over 

the years? Has the process for animating 

a character stayed the same or have 
technologies (like ragdoll) impacted heavily on 
how you work? 

Kate Inabinet Animation itself will always 
follow the same fundamental principals — 
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staging, timing, anticipation, exaggeration, etc 
— but the tools and the technology, including 
ragdoll effects, have become more advanced 
making it a lot easier and faster to do my job. 
Motion capture is becoming more prevalent 
in games as it has become increasingly 
accessible and the results are a lot cleaner 
than they used to be. There is always the fear 
of it replacing traditional animation entirely, 
although | wonder about the ease of finding 
actors to play aliens with six legs, two heads 
and a set of wings. 


Atomic How important do you believe 
animating is in a game? Do you think it could 
ever be replaced? 

Kate Inabinet | don’t think animation in games 
will ever be replaced. Even games that rely 
almost entirely on Al still need someone to 
animate the sequence of motions for the Al to 
run through. | think that a lot of emotion and 
life would be lost without the human element 
behind the characters. That being said, 
Idon't think a car racing game would be 
severely disadvantaged without an animator 
on the team. 


Atomic How long does it take to animate your 
average model, and what would you say are 
the absolute minimum types of animation 

a character needs (say walk, 
idle, run)? 

Kate Inabinet Characters 
take a lot longer to 
animate than people 
realise. It can ins 
range from 
a couple of 
hours to an 
entire day to 
animate just 
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Name Kate Inabinet 
Occupation Animator 
Websites www.bluetongue.com 


Kate Inabinet is currently an animator for Blue 
Tongue Entertainment in Melbourne. She has 
been in the industry for four years, and prior to 
games development worked as an animator for 
advertising and film. Kate studied at the Acade- 
my of Interactive Entertainment (AIE) in Canberra 
where she is still involved as a mentor for the 
Women in Games Pathway, presenting regularly 
at conferences and universities on the topic. 


a single looping step for a walk cycle. The job 
requires a very patient personality. For a game, 
the bare minimum animation set would have 

to include a walk, run, jump and definitely an 
idle. The quickest way to make a character 
look dead is for it to be completely still 

while waiting for direction. Each character 

will also need its specific playing actions: 
punching, sword fighting, shooting, martial arts 
— whatever the game dictates. After that, 

a character needs to respond to its 
environment and other characters. It is going 
to need an animation to represent damage 
from every angle, and perhaps a death 
animation. After this, there are a thousand 
incidental animations that would improve 
gameplay and add to the character, but those 
are the bare essentials. 


Atomic What skills are required 
for animation? Say, a good 
mind for mathematics and 

motion? Does someone 
need to have an eye 
for it? 

Kate Inabinet 
Patience as l’ve 
already mentioned 

is one of the most 
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valuable skills an animator can possess. It is 
slow work, but it is very rewarding. The job 
requires an eye for detail, and consequently 
most animators tend to be perfectionists. A 
good understanding of body language is 
important, and a vivid imagination is essential. 
Making something walk is simple enough, 
making something walk with an attitude that is 
easily read by the viewer is substantially more 
difficult. 


Atomic What's harder to animate — a person or 
an object? Why is this? 

Kate Inabinet It is much harder to animate 

a person than it is to animate an object. With 
objects, the most important aspect of their 
motion is weight, mechanics and timing. 

A properly animated person not only needs 
weight, mechanics and timing, but also acting, 
emotion, personality and life. Character can be 
read on a person's face, in their hand gestures 
and also via their posture, and the simplest 
mistake in any of these areas will ruin the 
illusion of life. 


Atomic What tools do you use in animation? 
How many people does it take to animate your 
average model? 

Kate Inabinet A character is animated via 

a rig of ‘bones’ that the mesh (skin) is adhered 
to. Essentially it is this skeleton that allows 

the animator to manipulate the character and 
snapshot it in a series of poses in order to 
create each animation. Each character usually 
has one animator, and one coder assigned to 
it. Sometimes there is a separate person who 
builds the rigs, but more often the animator will 
do this themselves. 
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Kate recently departed Atari Melbourne House for the,offices of 
THQ-owned Blue Tongue, where she is happily animating. 
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Atomic What are your thoughts on the recent 
‘merging’ of Pandemic and BioWare? Do you 
feel that developers in countries like Australia 
should just expect to be absorbed by big 
publishers if they’re successful? 

Kate Inabinet There are always going top be 
positives and negatives associated with being 
acquired by a larger company. Although there 
is an element of control over content that is 
lost, the added security that being part of 

a larger company provides is definitely 

a bonus. The nature of the industry is to be 
fickle, and with a bigger company on board, 
the knowledge that there are other games in 
the pipeline is a relief. There are exceptions 
to every rule though. The purchase of 
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Animating. Yes... it’s as complicated as it looks. 
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Ratbag by Midway (Midway recently closed 
down Ratbag) is an example of when it is 
perhaps not an advantage to be bought by a 
bigger company. 


Atomic What is the best way of getting 

into games development? Is it better to get 
certified or just to jump right on in? 

Kate Inabinet It is only the exceptionally 
talented who get hired without any certification 
or previous experience. A course is a great 
way to get into the industry, and provides you 
with the foundations needed to pursue your 
career in games, but nothing beats hands on 
experience to teach you the true dynamics of a 
games environment. 


Atomic Have you had any trouble fitting into 
the ‘male’ industry of games development? 
Kate Inabinet | come from a family of six boys, 
so fitting into a male dominated environment 
was never really an issue for me. If there are 
problems, it is because someone else is not 
used to being around girls, but they soon 

get over it when they realise they don't have 

to stop being ‘boys’ just because | am in 

the room. 


Atomic Are there other areas of games 
development that pique your interest? 

Kate Inabinet | would love to get into the 
programming side of games. Mathematics 
was always my best and favourite subject at 
school, and it would be great to be able to 
apply those skills to my animation work. 
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— the truth hurts. It hurts so 
much that your frames start to tear and 
you just have to lay the smack down with 

the beautiful joy of vsync. Sleek full screen 
images are the reward, but they come at a cost 
— flowing no faster, and often at a fraction of, 
your refesh rate. 

It's a hard choice. Do you go with a higher, 
smoother, FPS with tearing or opt for solid 
images, a better picture, but at the cost of 
precious frames per seconds? 

As it happens, there is a solution that can 
give you the best of both worlds, and it goes 
by the name of triple buffering. 

But before we get into just what triple 
buffering is and how it works, it helps to 
understand the problem it's designed to solve. 


Tear me a new one 

Since the dawn of just about everything 
gamers have been divided into two camps: 
those who swear by vsync and can't live 
without it, and those who enjoy their eyes 
bleeding. Ok, so we're a little biased. 
Regardless, we've all experienced ‘tearing’ in 
games - the visual corruption caused when 


your video card is pumping out frames faster 
than the monitor can display them. 
The effect is a by-product of how your video 
card works: onboard memory is set aside 
for two buffers known as the frame buffer 
and back buffer, into which are rendered 
the images you see on screen. Scenes are 
first rendered into the backbuffer, and then 
copied to the framebuffer for display. While the 
contents of the framebuffer are being sent to 
the display, the next frame is being rendered 
into the backbuffer, and the process repeats. 
There’s just one caveat — the backbuffer is 
copied to the framebuffer only after the display 
requests a refresh. Usually, the GPU won't 
wait around for the monitor, and will keep on 
rendering frames into the backbuffer as fast as 
it can. When the next refresh request comes 
from the monitor, the framebuffer is sent and 
the contents of the backbuffer are copied 
to the framebuffer, even if the GPU was only 
partway through rendering a frame. While the 
contents of the framebuffer are displayed on 
screen complete, the frame itself is a mis-mash 
of two different frames, and the image looks 
like it's been ‘torn’. 
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The effect is dependent on many factors — 
it's less noticeable on CRTs compared to LCDs 
due to the ‘always on’ nature of LCD pixels), 
and a higher FPS can sometimes minimise 
he effect. Whether it's a problem or not is a 
matter of personal perference — some people 
just notice it less than others, but usually it's 
incredibly distracting. 

But there is a solution — by telling the GPU 


0 synchronise the rendering of frames with 
refresh requests from the monitor, otherwise 
known as vertical synchronisation or vsync, 
the GPU will render just one frame into the 
backbuffer and wait until the contents are 
copied to the framebuffer before proceeding. 
No more tearing. 

However, this means you can only render as 
fast as the refresh rate (CRT) or response time 
(LCD) of your monitor. This is usually below the 
maximum your video card can pump out, but 
at least the frames are displayed whole. 

And this presents another problem — what 
if the next frame is so complex that the GPU 
can't render it into the backbuffer before the 
display requests another refresh? In order 
to keep synchronisation, the contents of the 


Double buffering vs triple buffering 


Double Buffering 
#0 


BACK BUFFER | 
#1 
FRAME BUFFER | 


Display 


By default a single back buffer and the frame buffer are used, otherwise known as double buffering. 
In this mode the GPU must wait until the back buffer is copied to the frame buffer before rendering 

more frames. By adding a second back buffer, otherwise known as triple buffering, the GPU can fill 
two back buffers and create a smoother flow of frames to the display. 
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Triple Buffering 
#0 


BACK BUFFER 


epepuay Display 


BACK BUFFER 


#2 


FRAME BUFFER | 
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framebuffer are sent again (so the screen 
displays the same image twice), giving the 
GPU more time to render into the backbuffer. 
As the display updates at set intervals (60Hz, 
75Hz, 100Hz and so on) this means that even 
if the GPU just misses the timing for the next 
frame, it will have to wait until the next sync 
and the buffers swap before the next frame 
can be rendered. Using 60Hz as an example, 
this would mean the frame buffer is updated 
only once every two refreshes for complex 
scenes, which equates to an effective output of 
around 30 FPS. 

Thus, for demanding games, vsync users 
often see frames fluctuate between their 
maximum refresh rate and a fraction thereof. 
Which brings us to, in fact, the very crux of 
what the pursuit for frames is all about. 


The naked truth 


You might not like to hear it, but most gamers 
today mis-direct their passion for a smooth 
game into the pursuit of the highest possible 
fps they can get. 

In truth it's not necessarily the maximum fps 
that's important, but a consistent fps. 

The human eye picks up the fluctuations 
between an fps jumping, for example, from 
60fps to 30fps and back far more than it would 
notice a consistent 45fps. Of course, if you can 
maintain a consistent 60fps or higher then all 
the better — but the emphasis needs to be on 
cosnsistency and not merely high rates. 

Of course with games like F.E.A.R, Call of 
Duty 2 and other high powered releases, this 
isn’t always possible. 

One way around the fps drop vsync 
introduces is to use a higher refresh rate — if 
your screen can do 100Hz and your card can 
pump out 50 FPS consistently, then even if the 
game load on screen causes the rate to drop 
by half, you're at least getting a consistent 
50 FPS. We all know that 30 FPS is too low 
for ‘smooth’ gameplay, but approaching 60 
FPS and above provides a rich and smooth 
experience, so it's a good trade-off. 

Generally, in the past, all of this hasn't been 
too big of an issue — CRTs allow for wonderfully 
high refresh rates, and so the gamer has 
had an option to use vsync with high refresh 
rates (video cards permitting) and obtain 
good and consistent frame rates. Recently, 
however, as users move from CRT screens to 
LCD screens the problem has been becoming 
more pronounced. By their nature, almost all 
LCDs default to a 60Hz response time, and 
only some can go as high as 75Hz at medium 
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resolutions (1280x1024 and below). There are 
no monitors on the market at the moment that 
go any higher. So for the majority of LCD users 
they're either going to be living with high fos 
and tearing, or vsync-limited 60fps that jumps 
to 30fps when the going gets tough. Ultimately, 
choosing between a rock and a hard place. 

Which is why the benefits of triple buffering 
are more important now than ever. 


The beauty of buffering 


So what exactly is triple buffering? In short 
it's the process of adding an extra buffer to 
the output pipeline to smooth out framerate 
fluctuations. 

With a frame buffer and two back buffers, 
the GPU can render two frames in advance, 
giving it the breathing space it needs to 
complete frames even if it can’t meet the 
vertical synchronisation speed. In other words, 
the GPU can keep on rendering frames and 
filling buffers without always waiting for the 
synchronisation of the display, like it does 
when vsync is off. At the same time, only 
completed frames in back buffers are sent 
to the framebuffer, preventing tearing. It's a 
win-win. 

Using 60Hz as an example, it means that 
even if the GPU can’t match the 60fps required 
of a display during intense scenes, but can 
manage more than 30 FPS, these extra frames 
get a chance to be displayed. What was a 
fluctuation between 60 and 30 now ends up 
being a fluctuation between 60 and perhaps 
amore resonable 50, a less noticeable 
difference and as a result the gameplay 
appears ‘smoother’. 

Triple buffering is a boon for CRT owners 
with less powerful cards, and all LCD owners. 
Nothing in life is free of course, so what's the 
cost of enabling triple buffering? Not a lot 
actually — all that’s needed is more onboard 
memory set aside for the third buffer. In the 
case of a 1280x1024 32-bit color display, 
this would be a tiny 5MB, no tangible impact 
for texture caching on today’s beefy 256MB 
standard cards. 


The pro-gamer argument 
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ATI Tray Tools makes it easy to enable triple 
buffering for both OpenGL and Direct3D 
games. If you’re not already using it, you 
should be! 


Enabling triple buffering 
Both ATI’s drivers and NVIDIA's drivers (as of 
77.76), support triple buffering in their driver 
options to be used with vsync — but only for 


OpenGL games. This is partly because it was 
added to OpenGL as an extension. Microsoft 
has decreed that Direct38D, however, is to 
leave this up to the application to call as 
needed, which means responsibility rests on 
programmers to implement triple buffering 
(and, in fact, use as many buffers as they think 
they'll need) in their games. 

The problem is that most developers don't. 
Unreal Tournament is an example of a game 
that does, but such games are few and far 
between. Given the majority of titles today 
and increasingly all future titles are largely 
Direct3D, this means you could be stuck 
without triple buffering for Direct3D games. 

Well, almost. Seeing the need there is a tool 


There’s a camp that doesn't like triple buffering. Pro-gamers say the extra frame can be felt 
as an input ‘lag’ between what they do with the keyboard and mouse and what is displayed 
onscreen. And, indeed, this is logically true as there’s an extra stage with the third buffer 
between card and screen. But we're talking about fractions faster than 1/60th of a second. 
If you can notice this, then you should be earning money as a pro-gamer, but for 99% of the 
gaming population it's non-existant. Give us triple buffering over stuttering fps any day! 
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DXTweaker enables NVIDIA users to force 
triple buffering for Direct3D games — a 
feature NVIDIA has neglected to implement 
for its drivers. 


for both NVIDIA and ATI users to force triple 
buffering in Direct3D games. For ATI, grab 
ATI Tray Tools (www.guru3d.com/article/ 
atitraytools/189), for NVIDIA cards grab 
DXTweaker (www.nonatainment.de). 

ATI Tray Tools is self explanatory, but 
DXTweaker needs a little guidance. Designed 
as a tool for developers, you need to first 
add a new profile for any game you wish to 
play. Then, click on ‘Modules’, select ‘Present 
Changer’ and set the number of back buffers 
to ‘2’. Then just launch the title. There’s no 
overhead with DXTweaker, it merely intercepts 
the DirectX calls and enables a third buffer. 

While this gives you sleek smooth frames 
for single card systems, unfortunately SLI isn’t 
so simple. Currently, triple buffering can’t be 
forced on while SLI mode is enabled, and 
according to Ralf Kornmann, the author of 
DXTweaker, it’s an issue with NVIDIA’s drivers 


X3: The Reunion benchmark - 1920x1200 2xAA 4xAF 


Hl average minimum FPS 
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overall average FPS 
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Note that when triple buffering is enabled, the mininum never drops below 36fps, the same as with no 
vsync at all, whereas vsync alone goes as low as 26fps. Additionally, a single card with vsync and triple 
buffering is faster than the same configuration in SLI without triple buffering! 


X3: The Reunion benchmark - 1280x1024 2xAA 4xAF 


No vsync [= 


Vsync 


66.8 


Bl average minimum FPS 
overall average FPS 


SLI 
no vsync | 


SLIE 
vsync | 


30 


40 50 60 70 
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Again, single card vsync plus triple buffering is almost as fast as SLI vsync for the minimum sustained 
framerate — which is the score to look for. If triple buffering becomes available for SLI, we’ll see scores well 
in excess of 60 FPS sustained, which is easily enough for un-interrupted smooth gameplay. 


and not something that can be patched with a 
program like DXTweaker. So for now, SLI plus 
triple buffering don’t mix. This makes us very 
sad pandas. Additionally, if a game does have 
the option for triple buffering, use this over 
forcing it with these tools. 

Hopefully, down the track, Direct3D triple 
buffering will be implemented with drivers as 


with OpenGL, but for now your choices are 

to put up with screen tearing, or use a third 
party-application to enable triple buffering with 
vsync enabled. 

It is well worth it though, turning choppy 
framerates into smooth gaming bliss. After 
you start using it you'll wonder how you ever 
managed to play games without it. 


Testing and results 


To demonstrate the effect of triple buffering we used the new X3 rolling demo at both 1920x1200 and 1280x1024 resolutions running the 
benchmark with no vsync, with vsync, and with vsync plus triple buffering. The testbench machine consisted of an Athlon 64 4400+ @ 2.5GHz 
on an A8N-SLI Premium motherboard with two 7800GTX 512 cards (see result graphs for the full benchmark above). 

As you can see, the results speak for themselves. The level of consistent framerate output is higher, and as result the gameplay runs much 
smoother. Additionally, the game with triple buffering runs almost as fast as with vsync disabled — but without the problem of screen tearing! 


X3: The Reunion — end of scene OO, 1920x1200 2xAA 4xAF 


amps: 58 NO VSYNC 


min FPS: 38.0 
max FPS: 74.0 


triangles processed: 362737 + 


avg FPS: 29 


min FPS: 28.0 
max FPS: 59.0 


Iniangles processed: 


362737 - 


amis: 54 VSYNC + TB 


min FPS: 37.0 
max FPS: 60.0 


triangles processed: 362737 


Note the average and minimum FPS above for vsync + triple buffering is almost as fast as no vsync at all, and screen tearing is no more to boot. 
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What's Viiv"? 


Allows you to control the music, movies, games, and photos you want to enjoy fr 
of Intel® Viiv™ technology verified service providers delivered right to your living | ro 
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yy Additional hardware and software are required for a fully functional intel® Viiv platform. 
For at setorraauen on the additional components goto oe" intel.comipersonalid 
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GIGABYTE, Give me VJITV 
Create, Share, Enjoy! 


GIGABYTE Viiv™ Series Motherboard 


GA-81945GMH-RH 


Intel® 945G Express + ICH7-DH 


@ Supports Intel® Viiv" technology for Digital Entertainment 
Experiences 

© Supports Intel® Pentium® D/ Pentium® 4 Processor 

@ Supports new generation Dual Channel DDR2 667MHz 
memory architecture 

@ Integrated new generation SATA 3Gb/s storage interface 

@ Experience superior graphics with Intel® GMA950 

@ Integrated Intel® 82573L PCI Express Gigabit Ethernet Controller 

@ Features 8-channel High Definition Audio 
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Tech Trends 


Hardware news that you can use! Well read, 
and then use. 


Ground Zero 
Dan Rutter wants to count the megapixels on 
your digital camera. 
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Gear, gear and more gear. Tidbits that you want 
a to play with, eat or just look at. 


Framerate 
Video cards? We keep you up-to-date on the 
latest happenings in the 3D graphics market. 


Head to Head 
Best kit this side of the galaxy. It's even better 
than the kit on the other side of the galaxy. 


a 
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Kitlog 


If it's a piece of kit as hot as the summer is long, 
you'll find it in Kitlog, your upgrading bible. 
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Gigabyte GA-G1975X 
Western Digital Raptor 


1500ADFD/AHFD 40 
Sapphire RADEON X1900XT 42 
DFI LANParty UT RDX200 CF-DR 43 
ASRock 775Twins HDTV 44 
Coolermaster Aqua Gate Mini 44 
Thermaltake Blue Orb Il 45 
bring@etornicinpe-comas Gigabyte G-Power Lite 46 
Tuniq Tower 46 


The AGEIA physics card draws ever 
closer, with manufacturers and game 
developers on board and demos being 
shown at CES 2006. As for the release 
date, apparently they're now simply waiting 
for games content to be produced before 
unleashing the physics processing unit 
(PPU) on the market. We can’t wait for some 
PhysX fun. 


A law has been passed in the United States 
that can get you fined and/or gaoled for up to 
two years for annoying someone online if you 
don’t disclose your true identity. Originally 
created to deal with cyber-stalking in the 
Violence Against Women and Department 

of Justice Reauthorization Act, the openly 
worded law means that your average forum 
flame fest is currently considered illegal in the 
land of the setting sun. 


Microsoft's patents on the FAT file 

system have been upheld by the Patent and 
Trademark Office in the US. Taking the win 

in its stride, Microsoft has already launched 
the FAT licensing program, here: www. 
microsoft.com/mscorp/ip/tech/fat.asp, 
targeting consumer devices such as digital 
cameras, audio/video players and flash drives. 
For now, it seems, Linux users are safe. 


An undocumented feature in HP 
scanners, PLAYTUNE, has been discovered 
and abused to make them sing. Different 
pitches are achieved by varying the rate of 
the stepper motor, and a video of a scanner 
playing Beethoven's Fur Elise. www. 
ganjatron.net/misc/scanjet/scanjet.html 


US company Smartmachine, with the help 
of German tech firm Skidata, has developed 
a technology that can send event tickets to 
your mobile phone. The ticket comes in the 
form of an SMS that has the appearance of 
a barcode. Interested event goers will need 
a 3G phone (or one that simply supports 
GPRS) to use the service. 
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ft Was Good, 
They SED. 


It's beenvaong time coming, but we don’t 


Care. SED threat 
| display look broke 


SS Electron-emitter 
Displays (SED) finally got an outing in 
prototype form at this year’s CES, thanks to 
Canon and Toshiba. Hyped as the screen to 
end all screens, they purport quality beyond 
CRTs but with the flatness of plasma, with 
lower power consumption than both. The 
particular model on show had a phenomenal 
10,000:1 contrast ratio - although by the time 
SED makes it to market (late 2006 — early 
2007) this is expected to increase to a mind 
blowing 100,000:1, with deep blacks and a 
response time of 1ms. 

Rather than using a CRT style single 


0) 


ectron gun in which light is bent using a 


Qa 


eflection yoke, or a TFT style backlight in 


s to make every other 
omparison. 


which the intensity is controlled by moving 
crystals, in a SED screen a dedicated electron 
emitter is placed behind every pixel. 

SED has its origins way back in the time 
of fluoro colours, big hair and rollerskates, 
in 1986 at Canon. Toshiba came on board in 
1999 to work on commercialising the product, 
and now in 2006 we will finally see the result of 
all this research starting to enter homes. 

The only question that remains is that of 
pricing. Sources have it around the same as 
plasma, although considering the reported 
lower manufacturing costs we could see this 
saving passed on to the final retail product. As 
always, until the units are on the shelves it’s 
all speculation. 


Phosphor 
Electron gun 


Deflecting yoke 


SED uses a dedicated electron 
emitter per pixel, rather than a 
single gun and a deflection yoke 
for the entire screen — this allows 
the display to be much thinner. 
The displays will first launch at 55” 
in size — no word yet if they plan 

to apply the technology to smaller 
screens such as PC monitors. 
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[: what appears to be fast becoming a 
trend, Dell has begun targeting enthusiasts 
and gamers and getting it right in a big way. 
Not content with just unveiling the mammoth 
3007FPW 30” TFT at this year’s CES and 
reviewed last issue (Atomic 61), the XPS- 
600 Renegade was also revealed, complete 
with custom flaming paintwork, Intel 955EE 
running at 4.26GHz and a custom nForce4 
board sporting four custom 7800GTX 512s all 
running in SLI, totalling a jaw slackening 2GB 
of available video RAM. 

Yes, it’s the most beastly machine on Earth 

The setup isn’t quite what you'd expect 
however. Rather than being four individual 
cards there are only two — and rather than 
being dual GPU cards as expected, each 
framework consists of two PCBs and heatsinks, 
one PCB with a PCI-E connector, the other 
without and slaved to the first, all running at 8x. 
There are two SLI bridges — one connecting 
the slave cards, and another the masters. If 


you're still not getting the picture, think of it like 
two video cards literally slapped together, but 
with a single backplate and only one PCI-E 
connector. Got it? Aaaaaah. 

As expected the Renegade is quite the 
power vampire, packing a 650W PSU and 
sucking down wattage from two external 150W 
power supplies for the graphics cards. Make 
sure to unplug the electric blanky before 
booting up. 

Sadly not only are these systems an 
extremely limited release, but they’ll only 
be available to our friends on the American 
continent - which is, naturally, utterly crazy and 
completely unfair, damnit! So if you want one, 
you're going to have to import, move, or sleep 
with someone at Dell. 

As to when and if quad SLI will ever hit 
mainstream, and how many mortgages you'll 
need to take out to afford it, is anyone’s guess. 
You can bet though that Atomic will be there 
first with reviews and benchies for all. 


ATI isn’t too far behind, with a 24- 
card Crossfire solution packed with 
a diesel powered PSU just around 
the corner. Well, maybe not. 


hardcore 


Digital is the 
future. Nikon has 
announced that 
they will cease 
production of all 
consumer/prosumer film-based 

cameras to focus on the digital front, striking 

a considerable amount of inventory from its 
manufacturing list. It still plans to support film 

| for the high end professional — however it 

| signifies a changing of the guard, and it can’t | 
be too long until other manufacturers follow. 


Microsoft has revealed that it plans to 
release Service Pack 3 for Windows XP in the 
second half of 2007 - long after the initial date 
pencilled in before Vista’s release in the latter 
| part of this year. This is the first omen of the 

| upcoming push to get everyone onto Vista, 

__ and slowly wean the public off XP. Steven 

_ Bink of Bink.nu predicts we won't even see 
the new Service Pack, but instead will see a 
smaller ‘roll-up’ fix - much like what happened | 
with the cancelled Windows 2000 SP5. | 


nO PORNOT 


Your monthly guide to fasions and faux 


pas in the tech inausiry 
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Enough with the 
megapixels, already! 


Daniel Rutter doesn’t want to talk about 
digital cameras. But he will anyway. 


Technology from 
the front lines 


can actually 
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Cameras 
with more 
megapixels 


be worse 
than older 
models. 


G enerally speaking, the march of technological 
progress gives consumers what they expect. 


More stuff for less money, all the time. Hurrah. 

Sometimes though, some in the high-tech industry 
get caught in an unprogressive eddy. And it's usually 
the fault of oversimplification. You can't rate a car’s 
speed by its redline rpm. You can’t measure how 
fast a computer is by its CPU clock speed. And you 
also can't decide how good a digital camera is by 
measuring its resolution. In fact, cameras with more 
megapixels can be worse than older models, as a 
direct result of their higher resolution. 

Consumer digital cameras always have teeny tiny 
little sensor chips in them. Sony's popular DSC-F828, 
for instance, is an eight-megapixel camera with a 
sensor only 8.8 by 6.6mm in size. 

Eight million pixels on something the size of a 
Rice Bubble means, of course, that the pixels are 
very small. The F828's ‘photosites’ — the actual 
physical sensor spots, covered with coloured filters, 
from which the image is built up - are 2.7 microns 
(millionths of a metre) across. So what, | hear you 
say. The thing takes good pictures, doesn't it? 

Generally, yes. But there are now plenty of 
cheaper consumer cameras out there that have 8MP 
sensors, because that's what consumers demand. 
Ordinary punters don’t know much about lens 
specs or autofocus speed, but they can do basic 
megapixel arithmetic real good. 

These cameras don't take pictures as well as the 
F828, and the F828 isn't, in turn, as good in some 
respects as the more expensive, larger-sensored 
digital SLRs with the same pixel count. 

That's partly because it's more difficult to get a 
lens to focus an image perfectly on a smaller sensor. 
As sensor size falls, the precision of the internal 
focusing becomes more and more critical for a given 
pixel count. But bigger photosites can also hold 
more charge than little ones, while having similar 
inherent noise. 

This means that the signal-to-noise ratio of bigger 


photosites is better. All other things being equal, 
bigger photosites give a less noisy, ‘grainy’ image. 

Lower noise, in turn, means you can get more 
sensitivity out of the sensor for the same amount of 
image grain. Cheap consumer cameras today often 
deliver noticeably noisy, ‘fast film’-looking images 
at ISO 400 - the same sensitivity as the fastest film 
you'll find at the supermarket. Big-sensored DSLRs 
today commonly make cleaner images at ISO 1600, 
or even 3200. 

Small sensors are much cheaper to make than big 
ones, but they’d be even cheaper if they had fewer 
photosites on them, and in many cases the camera 
would end up better as a result. 

Let's look at an extreme example — the Konica 
Minolta Dimage 1. It's one of those super- 
subcompact flat cameras with a clever folded lens 
system and an 8MP, 7.18 by 5.32mm sensor. 

Unfortunately, little folded lenses have a hard time 
delivering even 1600x1200 pixels worth of detail. 
And every small 8MP sensor, up to and including the 
one in the F828, has serious noise issues. 

The X1's got an anti-shake system, which is good, 
but its sensitivity only goes up to ISO 200, to keep 
the noise down. It responds slowly (as it tries to push 
all that data around without killing its tiny battery), 
and it wastes card space with big image files full of 
fuzzy pixels. 

The old three megapixel Dimage Xt goes to ISO 
400 with lower noise than the X1 at ISO 200. It's 
faster to use, and it delivers identical real image 
detail while taking up less memory card space. It's 
just a better camera, despite being two years older. 

So if you're shopping for an 
ordinary digicam, the money 
spent on higher resolution may 
be buying you less. 


Look right, to see just how 
effective a camera can be. 
dan@atomicmpc.com.au 
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Research. 
Lecide. 


Buy. 


ORO 


shop atomic 


www .atomicmpc.com.au/shopatomic 


You've read about the latest and greatest kit. You’ve 
compared, and decided what you want. Now you want 
the best price. Shop Atomic searches all the top 
retailers in the country to find that price for you. Never 
leave the comfort of one site. You know it makes sense. 


Plantronics Audio 50 > 
and 90 Headsets 


Supplier Anyware 
Website www.anyware.com.au 
Price $34.95, $59.00 


In case you're wondering, the 50 only has one ear 
piece, the 90 is the headset with two. Both feature 
an adjustable mic with mute and headphone 
volume control, with adjustable ear pieces. Sound 
is decent for the price, and record quality from 
the mic equally so. The Audio 50 doesn't clamp 
particularly well to the head, so if you need an 
affordable headset, spring the extra $25 for 
the Audio 90. 


V Verbatim U3 Smart Drive 


Supplier Verbatim 
Website www.verbatim.com.au Price $138.95 


One gigabyte is a lot of space for something the size of your thumb. Now 

if your thumb was made of solid state memory and had a USB connector 

fi on its end, then we'd have no need for devices like this Verbatim U3 Smart 
Drive. Alas, our digits are not exactly USB inclined. Thankfully we do have 
USB flash drives like the U3, and for the perfectly reasonable price of $138, 
1GB of mobile storage can be yours. 


Pegasus Mobile NotetakerA  ¢ ~ 
Supplier Anyware > 
Website www.anyware.com.au Price $279.90 


The Mobile Notetaker doesn’t work as you’d expect 

— rather than writing on the screen, you clip it to a notepad 
and write on the paper below it, the strokes being 
recreated onscreen in low resolution. As you write down 
the page, it even moves the screen down automatically. 
It'll store up to 50 pages, and even has OCR if you want to 
convert your musings to Word. For those who can’t afford 
the grandeur of a PDA. 
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< Sunbeam Pro-series 
Lite-up Keyboard 
Supplier CooiIPC 


Website www.coolpc.com.au 
Price $55 


For those who game in the dark light up keyboards 
are a boon for when you need to find that elusive 
key. Otherwise you start typing things one key 

| to the right, smf rortuyjomh hprd [rstdjs[rf. See? 
This particular model lights up in Luke Skywalker 
lightsaber blue, however the action isn't the best 
“in the world, resulting in keys pressed far too often 
not coming up on screen. It also comes with a 
bunch of function keys, and an attempt at mouse 
scrollwheel emulation, so it could be your thing. 
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V Solio 

Supplier Harvey Norman Website www.solio.com Price $119 
Power to the people, we say. As long as by power, you mean electricity, because 
that’s exactly what the Solio is about. The in-built battery can store enough of 

a charge to completely top up a mobile phone, iPod or PSP, and can get energy 
either from a wall socket or from the sun. It takes about 10 hours to accumulate 
a full charge if you decide solar is the way to go, or five if the wall takes your 
fancy. However you decide to satiate the electron thirst of this little baby, it’s the 
ideal gift for the person on the go, or the rabid environmentalist. 


WV Padsurfer ——— 


Supplier Gamerzstuff Website www.gamerzstuff.com.au 
Price $14.90 


Despite a somewhat uncomfortable name, these replacement mouse pads are 
just the thing if the ones on your current rodent are looking a bit sad and have 
lost their magic. All you have to do is stick these babies over the top and it's like 
a brand-new mouse. Each kit comes with two 100mm teflon stripes, enough to 
rejuvenate one mouse. At $15, it’s worth giving these a shot before chucking out 
that old Honeywell your dad gave you on that bender to RadioShack. 


FSP Mobile Power > 


Supplier Anyware Website www.anyware.com.au Price $65 
This approximately brick-sized brick plugs into your car’s cigarette lighter and 
supplies 150W of power to a standard socket. Presumably for those who feel the 
need to consolidate all their car chargers into one unit, this would suit mobile 
road warriors who simply need everything in their cars. Or you could hook it up 
to a range of strange and wonderful things that were never meant to see the 
inside of a vehicle, like a desk lamp, Christmas lights or hydroponics equipment. 
Yeah! A rainforest in your car! Why has no one thought of that? 
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A Targus Laser desktop/ 
wireless mice 


Supplier Targus 
Website www.targus.com.au Price $70 


Meeces. Mice. Mouses. Will someone please agree 
on the damn plural for these things? Coming in both 
wireless and leashed versions, Targus’ new meeiouses 
are cool and pleasant to the touch, if a little light. 
They've got one of those fandangled laser thingies as 
well, to increase precision. Or possibly annihilate any 
passing cats. Molded grooviness makes these nice for 
right handers only, but then, they are in the majority, 
aren't they? Imagine if pistachio nuts were the majority 
of what most people ate — would that be all that’s on 
the shelves? Not that we'd mind. Mmmm, pistachios... 
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<¢ PSP Battery Pack 

Supplier Anyware Website www.anyware.com.au 
Price $39 

Whether you play games on it like a, er, gamer, or scoot around you 
neighbourhood wardriving with it, your PSP has a limited battery 
life — about four hours. If you find your lovely PSP is constantly 
running dry, then this battery pack may be just the thing for you. It 
has enough juice to give you another full charge (when the device 
itself is fully charged) and it comes with a line of LEDs to show you 
how much power it has stored. It's black too, which makes it... just 
like every other black doobiewhacker device. 


Flexiglow 500W PSU > 
Supplier Anyware Website www.anyware.com.au 
Price $229.00 

Mirror, mirror, on my testbench, who's the fairest... oh hang 

on... it’s a PSU. Super shiny and in 500W, it comes with modular 
sleeved cables and some handy velcro cable ties, which could 
be used for other purposes like collecting highly electrostatic 
sheep. It only comes with a four pin 12V motherboard connector 
though, so if you need eight you'd better look elsewhere. And 

it wouldn't be Flexiglow if it didn't glow an unearthly blue, so it 
does. Obviously. 


<q WiFi Seeker 
_ Supplier PEKo Invent Website www.wifiseeker.com.au 
:. Price $29.95 

On the run? Can't live without your hit of www.atomicmpc.com.au? 
| No problem! Wherever you go the WiFi Seeker will help you hunt 
9 down the nearest network for you to connect to... whether it’s yours 
or not. Hold down the button and its directional antenna will report 
any nearby networks, and the strength of the signal through four 
red LEDs. Simple, compact, and a neat idea. Probably not worth 
the price tag, but if you travel a lot it's handy. 
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MOBILE 
TECHNOLOGY 


lity ofthe MITAC Srrfat : 


ViTAC 


ww.mitac.com.au 


2C COMPUTERS 03 98509588 / CITICOMP COMPUTER SYSTEMS 03 93266060 / COMPUTERS & PARTS LAND 03 85428688 / DIGITAL ARTS COMPUTERS 03 94299677 / 
JAMES PC 03 95580633 / MIAMI GROUP PTY LTD 03 97406088 / MODERN TECHNOLOGY 03 98663288 / ULTIMA COMPUTER SYSTEMS 03 98883600 

BIGBEN COMPUTER 02 97635078/ ZIP COMPUTERS 02 96028011 / ZIP & LINK COMPUTER 02 93880021 

BUNDABERG TECH SOLUTION 07 41811429 / SURPASS COMPUTER INTL 07 38712502 / UMART 07 33693928 

SKYCOM & MULTIMEDIA ACCESSORIES 08 92257336 


Wireless connectivity and some features may require you to purchase additional software, services or extemal hardware. Availability of public wireless LAN access points limited. System performance measured by MobileMark” 2002. System performance, battery 


life, wireless performance and functionality will vary depending on your specific hardware and software configurations. Intel, Intel logo, Intel Inside, Intel Inside logo, Intel Centrino, Intel Centrino logo, Celeron, Intel Xeon, Intel SpeedStep, Itanium, and Pentium are 
trademarks or registered trademarks of Intel Corporation or its subsidiaries in the United States and other countries. 
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XFX' GeForce 
6800GS 


GPU NVIDIA GeForce 6800GS 
Memory size 256MB 

Core clock 485MHz 

Effective memory clock 1100MHz 
Memory type 256-bit GDDR3 
Pixel pipelines 12 

Vertex shaders 5 

Video out DVI; D-Sub; S-Video 
Price $449 

Supplier Multimedia Technology 
Website www.mmt.com.au 


For a'card that was designed to go up 
against ATI’s X1600XT — and to fill the void 
left by the discontinued 6800 — the 110nm 
6800GS performed surprisingly similarly 
to a RADEON X1300 Pro in our FarCry 
benchmark. Having said that, it otherwise 
wipes the floor clean in the synthetic 
3DMark05 benchmark, showing that this 
card has a lot more up its sleeve than it 
was demonstrating in FarCry, which this 
feisty puppy niftily sports a full copy of. 

It is also the only box we've seen that 

has ‘computers would explode’ printed 
on the back. 
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GPU NVIDIA GeForce 6600GT 
Memory size 128MB 

Core clock 500MHz 

Effective memory clock 1000MHz 
Memory type 128-bit GDDR3 
Pixel pipelines 8 

Vertex shaders 3 

Video out DVI; D-Sub; S-video; 
component 

Price $253 

Supplier Gigabyte 

Website www.giga-byte.com.au 


Ah, silent cooling - the holy grail of keeping 
hot chips cool. The problem is that it's quite 
challenging if one intends on actually cooling 
said widget rather than prolonging the 
inevitable. This card is essentially Gigabyte’s 
retaliation to ASUS’ Silencer range — only 

it is much more passive than relying on the 
CPU's fan for active dissipation. It appears 
Gigabyte has tried to use convection, which 
is a bit strange. It worked fine in our test bed, 
but prospective owners will need decent 
case ventilation to ensure it keeps cool. 

With component out, this spells ‘home 
theatre PC’. 


\ ASUS 
EAX1300PRO 


GPU ATI RADEON X1300 Pro 
Memory size 256MB 

Core clock 600MHz 

Effective memory clock 800MHz 
Memory type 128-bit GDDR2 
Pixel pipelines 4 

Vertex shaders 2 

Video out DVI; D-Sub; composite 
Price $179 

Supplier ASUS 

Website www.asus.com.au 


With ATI's new 90nm X1000 range making 

its way onto the dance floor, ATI now at least 
manages to put up some kind of fight against 
its dog-eating competitor. And finally here 
too is an ATI card that's equipped with 
Shader Model 3.0. Reaching 16 pixel shaders 
and eight vertex shaders on the X1800, 

the X1300 Pro only comes with four and 

two, respectively. That said the card did 
surprise us by performing on par with 

the 6800GS in FarCry. Its low-profile cooling 
is unfortunately a little bit noisy, but this is 

a nonsense-free card that performs well in 
the real world. 


FarCry - 1280 x 1024 
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512MB / GDDR3 / Dual DVI / HDTV 


512MB,256MB / GDDR3 S 


e Powered by AT! RADEON® X1900 
(90nm) GPU 

e A 90-nanometer process GPU 

¢ 512MB of 256-bit (512-bit Internal 

Ring Bus) GDDR3 memory 

¢ 48 parallel pixel pipelines 

¢ Support for Dual DV! (Dual-Link)+ 

HDTV +D-sub(by dongle)+ Video-in 

(Avivo) 


¢ Powered by ATI RADEON® X1800 
(90nm) GPU 

¢ A 90-nanometer process GPU 

¢ 16 parallel pixel pipelines 

¢ New High Dynamic Range visual 
effects 

¢ Support for Dual DVI (Dual-Link)+ 

HDTV +D-sub(by dongle)+ Video-in 

(Avivo) 


(GECUBE RADEON XIGOO'SEreS™) 

256MB / GDDR3,DDR2 

¢ Powered by ATI RADEON® X1600 
(90nm) GPU 

e A 90-nanometer process GPU 


¢ New High Dynamic Range visual 
effects 


© e¢ Support for Dual DVI (Dual-Link)+ 
HDTV +D-sub(by dongle) 


RINGMA:' 


Web: www. kingmax.com.au Catch GECUBE at CeBIT 2006 
Sydney Office: 02 9648 4658 Hall 23, Booth No. #D31 
Melbourne Office: 03 9551 8298 Hannover, 9-15, March, 

E-mail ‘Sa les@ ki Ng MaxX.COM.QU ©2004 Info-Tek Corp. All rights reserved. The products and related information are subject to change without notice 


—— 
256MB / DDR2 


¢ Powered by ATI RADEON® X1300 
(90nm) GPU 

e A 90-nanometer process GPU 

¢ New High Dynamic Range visual 
effects 

¢ Support for DVI + HDTV +D-sub 


*all specifcations are subjected to change without notice. 


Ss“ yet stunningly awesome thought for 
the month: thanks to SLI and Crossfire it's 


now easy to have as much video memory as 
system memory in your machine. Mind you it 
will cost around two grand for the pleasure of 
hitting the fabled 1GB mark, however for those 
of us who remember the days of CGA video 
cards with 16KB of memory, and XTs laden 
with a massive 256KB system memory, this is, 
for want of a better word — flabbergasting. Yes, 
flabber that actually gasts. 

The current generation has been an 
entertaining bout of oneupmanship, however 
it has also been one that has been frustrating 
for the end user, whose newly purchased 
top-of-the-line card gets quickly relegated to 
second slot within three months, leaving them 
to wonder why they put down the hard-earned 
grand in the first place. 

Some months ago AT! announced the 
X1800XT, a 512MB card at a default clock 


1 comparative roun 


party with the announcement of the GeForce 
7800GTX 512 - which despite the moniker 
was not just a standard GTX treated to a 
memory size increase, but a speed increase 
as well from 430 to 550MHz core, and from 
1200 to 1700MHz memory. They are currently 
in high demand and scarce stock. ATI has 
now released their R580 part, officially known 
as X1900 with a threefold increase from the 
previous generation to 48 shader processors, 
at 650MHz/1.55GHz for its top-of-the-line 
XTX part and 625/1.45 for the XT. ATI and 

its resellers are adamant that we will see the 


X1900s in stores and in quantity straight away. 


How we testea 


We expect G71 will no doubt poke its 
head around the corner soon, making the 
7800GTX 512 and X1800XT quite possibly 
the shortest-lived top end video cards ever. 
With it will come PureVideo updates to handle 
H.264 decoding and no doubt a stack of other 
options to combat the X1900. 

Of course the question still remains — who 
currently holds the performance crown? And 
why in all these clichés does it have to be a 
crown? What's wrong with two gold-encrusted 
ferrets, rampant guardant, per bend purpure 
and sable, catoned with four markings of 
DirectX anyway? 


We plugged all the cards one by one into an ASUS A8N32-SLI Deluxe with an AMD Athlon 
64 4800+ and 2GB of PQ! DDR3200 RAM. For our Crossfire benchmarks we used the 
same hardware, but on an ASUS A8R-MVP motherboard. We then subjected them to a 


suite of tests at both 1280x1024 and 1600x1200, using the 81.98 ForceWare drivers for 
NVIDIA and the 6.1 Catalysts for ATI. See the table below for programs and settings. Note 
that while the ATI cards support AA with FP16 HDR, NVIDIA‘s do not as of yet, so this had 
to be disabled in 3DMark06 for an accurate comparison. 


of 625/1500MHz on a 90nm process. It was 
the part that was meant to finally wrest the 
performance crown back from Big Green in 
Santa Clara. Not willing to give Big Red in 
Ontario a break, NVIDIA quickly crashed the 


Version AA Other settings 
3DMark05 1.20 4x 8x None 
3DMark06 SM 2.0 1.02 4x 8x None 
eee SM 3.0/HDR 1.02 None ie 8x None 
Doom 3 1.0 4x we Ultra quality, everything on 
Far Cry 1.3 4x 8x Shadow and lighting set to high, water to ultra, everything else to very high 
Half Life Latest 4x 8x Highest settings, HDR off 
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Inno3sD GeForce 7S800GTX 512 


Price $1149 2D clocks 5 275/600 3D clocks 550/850 
Supplier Altech Website altech.com.au 


Inno3D continues the amazing innovation and customisation of the 
7800GTX NVIDIA reference series by applying a sticker to the fan. 
This is the same card as all the others in the roundup, although 
thankfully the software package is decent, consisting of Call of Duty 
2, WinDVD Creator 2 and WinDVD 5. 


sparkie GeForce 7SO0O0Gi 512 


Price $1170 2D clocks 275/600 3D clocks 550/850 
Supplier Australia IT Website australiait.com.au 


Sparkle has an interesting box, with a transparent window and a 
mostly naked man-dog on the front. If that won’t get punters buying, 
we don’t know what will. Just like Galaxy there’s no pretending here, 
with no custom sticker in sight. Included is PowerProducer 2 and 
PowerDVD 5. 


Leadtek GeForce 7SOOGTX 512 


we cl a as ~ Die 


Price $1249 2D clocks 275/600 3D clocks 550/850 
Supplier BCN Technology Website bcntech.com.au 


The most original card of the bunch, the Leadtek differentiates itself 
by using a darker plastic in the heatsink. Oh, and different stickers. 
It comes well-packed software wise with Splinter Cell: Chaos Theory, 
Prince of Persia: Warrior Within, Ulead VideoStudio 8 SE, DVD 
MovieFactory 3 SE, Cool 3D 3 SE and PowerDVD 6. 


igabyte 2 GeFOrc > /B00GTA 2 |= 
Price $1099 2D clocks 275/600 3D clocks 550/850 
Supplier Gigabyte Website gigabyte.com.tw 


Gigabyte marks its card with a big ‘G’ planted firmly in the middle of 
the fan. Unlike the other cards, VIVO is handled through a breakout 
box rather than breakout cable, which will reduce clutter behind 

the desk slightly. Xpand Rally, Joint Operations: Typhoon Rising, 
PowerDVD 6 and PowerDirector 3 ME round out the package. 


Galaxy GeForce 7800GTX 512 


Price $997 2D clocks: 275/600 3D clocks: 550/850 
Supplier Bronet Website bronet.com.au 


Nothing more than the reference design like the rest, the Galaxy 
7800GTX 512MB is as plain as they come — with no bonus software 
to speak of, and not even a sticker to try and claim it as its own. 
This should keep the price down, and indeed it’s only 7800 in the 
roundup to come in under $1k. 
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apphire RADEON X1900KTA 
Price $1089 2D clocks: 500/594 3D clocks: 650/775 
Supplier Sapphire Website sapphiretech.com % 


Sapphire’s aliens grace the stock ATI cooler once more, with the 
software including PowerDirector 4 DE, PowerDVD 6 and the 
Sapphire Select program, allowing you to choose two games from 
Tony Hawk's Underground 2, Richard Burns Rally, Prince of Persia: 
Warrior Within and Brothers in Arms: Road to Hill 30. 


werColor RADEON X1900XT 


Price $1150 2D clocks: 500/594 3D clocks: 625/725 
Supplier Australia IT Website australiait.com.au 


With one less ‘X’ than the flagship product, the X1900XT is still no 
slouch. Thrown in with the card was the CyberLink DVD Solution, 
featuring PowerDVD 6, PowerProducer 3, Power2Go 4, PowerDVD 
Copy Trial, PowerBackup Trial, MusicMatch Jukebox, Medi@Show, 
PowerDirector 3 and PowerVCR 3. 


To ay. ~ = Ya) Pp) =@)N ‘Gisi 
VEFGOIOF HAVEUr Pp, SO0OAT 


Price pose 2D clocks 500/594 3D clocks 625/750 
Supplier Australia IT Website australiait.com.au 


The now-superceded X1800XTs have dropped in price, into the 
range of the somewhat affordable. The PowerColor offering comes 
with Pacific Fighters and the CyberLink DVD Solution, of which the 
contents are listed above. There are no markings on the card to 
establish it as any different from the reference. 


IDpPNnire AAVE ON XAISOOAE Piatinum E-aGition 


Price $999 2D clocks: 594/693 3D clocks: 700/800 
Supplier Sapphire Website sapphiretech.com - 


The ridiculously overclocked X1800XT PE quite happily kicks the 
pants out of competing X1800 cards. CyberLink DVD Solution, 
featuring PowerDirector 3 DE, PowerDVD 6, and a selection of 2 
of the following: Tony Hawk’s Underground 2, Richard Burns Rally, 
Prince of Persia: Warrior Within, Brothers in Arms: Road to Hill 30. 


12 WDe MA B) = UN |  Gksjole>, @ | 
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Price $899 2D clocks 594/693 3D clocks 625/750 
Supplier GeCube Website gecube.com 


GeCube followed the tried and true method of simply using the 
standard ATI heatsink with Ruby design, as do most. The software 
package falls somewhere in the middle compared to the other cards, 
featuring Delta Force Xtreme, PowerDirector 2.5 ME, Medi@Show 
SE, Delta Force Xtreme, PowerDVD 5. 


36 atemic 


1600x1200, Synthetic 


3152 


Radeon 
X1900XT Crossfire 


/11339 


hardcore 


1280x1024, Synthetic 


GeForce 
7800GTX 512 SLI 110622 11663 = ¥ 
1165 1483 0) 
GeCube ie 1478 a) 
X1800XT 5461 Hi 3DMark06 SM3.0/HDR 16450 | Mil 3DMarko6 SM3.0/HDR 
[ 3DMarko6 SM2.0 DMark06 SM2.0 Q. 
Powercolor | [] 3DMarkos [) 3DMarkos aa 
X1800XT —— 5467 ts | 6464 fe) 
Sapphire leg = 
1263 
X1 B00KT PE road 5044 is ~} 7006 4 
Powercolor a ie 
X1900XT 7166 ] 8195 
Sapphire 1656 
1696 
X1900XTX Fie 17384 _) 8454 
Leadtek 7800GTX Pred 
512MB 6323 : 7444 
: 7 T 2200 
Gigabyte 7800GTx IE eee: oy 
2200 
Sparkle vepeets | eed 
ae: 7366 
2219 
Inno3D 78006TX SE = 
ae 7469 
2199 
Galaxy beers ee 7 9364 
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Sparkle 7800GTX 83.68 
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Galaxy 7800GTX 
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Conclusion 

There you have it - ATI has finally managed 

to pull ahead after a long spell with NVIDIA at 
the top. The X1900 only just claims the lead, 
however Crossfire is the real winner here. 
NVIDIA won't take this lying down - expect it all 
to change within one to two months. 
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° 
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Obviously by and large the cards here are 
exactly the same, simply rebranded - so your 
purchase decision will come down to the price 
and software bundle. 

It must be said that despite the performance 
victory, the experience with ATI's drivers wasn't 
as pleasant as it could be — with occasional 


40 60 80 100 120 


crashes, non-card detections and the unreliable 
Catalyst Control Centre often refusing to load 

— NVIDIA's ForceWare just worked everytime. 
Despite the amazing display of hardware here, 
we can't shake the feeling that buying a video 
card before Vista comes out with DX10 may be 
a mistake — we'll find out soon enough. 
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WELLINGTON Rt 


“YOU CAN FIND U 
Mel ref pg70, J12 


Scorpion Technology 
Unit 4/2, Garden Road, Clayton 
VIC 3168 

Ph: 1300 726 770 

Fax: 1300 726 771 

ICQ: 27736587 

Email: sales(@scorptec.com.au 


Open; Mon-Fri: 10am - 6pm 
Saturday: 10am - 3pm 
Sunday: Closed 


(2:5) 


Gigabyte 


Craig Simms mutters something about drinking too much polyjuice. 


Price $379 

Supplier Gigabyte 

Website www.gigabyte.com.tw 
Specifications Intel 975X chipset, 
Crossfire support, 4x SATA RAID, 
8x USB, 1x Gigabit Ethernet, 
Creative SBLive! 24-bit, 2x PATA, 
1x FDD, 2x PCI-E x16, 2x PCI, 2x 
PCI-E 1/4, dual BIOS. 


specs 


T" first retail 975X board to hit the Atomic 
Labs, the GA-G1975X (which we'll call 
Harry, for short) immediately grabs your 
attention thanks to the large, transparent blue, 
wind-tunnel style ‘Turbojet’ system mounted 
around the CPU socket. 

Those with a large HSF may have difficulty 
in gaining the required clearance on Harry (our 
Scythe Ninja wouldn't fit with a fan attached) 


— however the tubes can be easily removed from 


the board if this is the case. 

Two small fans suck hot air in from the 
inside of the case, and that air is pushed to the 
outside by a pair of fans at the other end. The 
Northbridge and one set of heatsunk MOSFETs 
are contained within the tunnels, allowing them 
to be cooled by the moving air. Each of the 
tunnels are open in the middle, allowing heat 
radiated from the CPU HSF to be exhausted 
as well. 

In practice we found that the fan next to 
the Northbridge was overpowered by the 
heat emitted from both the Northbridge and 
the reference Intel heatsink, the result being 
heat blown back into the case, and on to the 
first RAM stick. Replacing the heatsink with a 


Sisoft Sandra 2005 SR3 


GA-G1975X 


Gigabyte G-Power reduced the temperature 
considerably — although not completely — so 
choose your heatsinks wisely. 

As is the norm with Gigabyte packages, 
Harry comes well-equipped with five SATA, 
two PATA, and one FDD cable, as well as three 
molex-to-SATA power adaptors. He also comes 
with an SLI bridge and bridge stabiliser, should 
the day ever come when NVIDIA allows Intel to 
enable SLI on its board. For now, Crossfire will 
have to do. 

In terms of backplates you get six additional 
USB ports, Firewire A & B (400Mb/s), a 
customised backplate to accommodate the 
cooling system, an external SATA bracket and 
SBLive extended audio output. Yes, Gigabyte 


Hl ASUS P5N32-SLI Deluxe 
{Bi Gigabyte GA-G1975X 


RAM Bandwidth 
Float Buff’d iSSE2 


RAM Bandwidth 
INT Buff’d iSSE2 
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BB Gigabyte GA-G1975X 
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MB/s (Higher is better) 
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HDTACH 3.0.1.0 


IB ASUS P5N32-SLI Deluxe 
[Bl Gigabyte GA-G1975X 


60 
MB/s (Higher is better) 


~ has taken us a step above the normal AC97 by 


hardcore 


including Creative's onboard chip for a better 
audio experience, in full 7.1 glory. Five points 
for Gryffindor. 

Missing from the external I/O ports (apart 
from the extra Ethernet port) are the parallel 
and serial connectors, in a continuation of the 
effort pioneered by ABIT three years ago to 
banish unneeded legacy ports. Gigabyte is to 
be applauded for picking up the gauntlet and 
slapping the rest of the industry with it. 

Four RAID-able SATA ports and the usual 
array of pin headers dot the board, and the 
PCI-E retention clip has been revised, allowing 
you to release your video card from both sides 
— big props to Gigabyte for this evolution. In fact 
by and large the board is laid out excellently, 
although an extra PCI slot replacing one of the 
PCI-E x1s would have been nice, so those with 
Crossfire don’t get their PC| expansion cards 
toasted. Gigabyte has even stomped onto DFI’s 
territory, providing push buttons onboard for 
power on/off, and CMOS wipe/power on for 
when those overclocking experiments go wrong. 

We weighed the GA-G1975X against the 
ASUS P5N32-SLI Deluxe, with a P4 660 and 
2048MB Geil PC2-5300 RAM to compare a 975X 
board against an nForce4 x16SLI. As you can 
see from the graphs the older nForce chipset 
generally outperforms the 975X, however if you 
need a board to run your brand spanking new 
955EE with Crossfire, there’s only one thing left 
to say - ‘You're a wizard, Harry!’. 
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score 


wd raptor x & enterprise 


) estern Digital Raptor X & Enterprise 


WD can spin our platters any time, announces Craig Simms 


Price Raptor X $499, , = 
_ Raptor Enterprise $439 y 

_ Supplier Western Digital 
_ Website www.wdraptorx.com 
- Specifications 150GB; 10,000rpm; 
_ 16MB cache; NCQ; 150MB/ 
_ s SATA; Molex and SATA 
_ power connectors; RAFF; 
5 year warranty; crystalline 
polycarbonate window. 


[:: been a good two years since the last 
Raptor fell into our hot little hands - and 
subsequently it's been two years at the top for 
Western Digital, with the 740GD becoming the 
system drive of choice for enthusiasts around 
the world. We laughed, we cried, we threw 
things at Ben (well, we always do that, but that's 
not the point), and generally agreed the 740GD 
was the best thing since sliced bananas. 


sequential read speed in 
HDTach — and that was it. 
Sandra revealed similar results. Your mileage 


hotaward 


It's time for a new leader. And more bananas. 
may vary. 


azit moves so fast This time around the Raptor comes to us 
in two forms, Enterprise and X, the latter with 
you can barely . 

a - an optional crystalline polycarbonate window 

see any intermittent peering onto one of the read/write heads and 

movement... like platters. The differences go slightly deeper than 
just a window though - while the Enterprise is 
a strobe. 


rated for 1.2 million hours mean time before 


While maintaining the 10,000rpm spindle newer 300MB/s, in practice this won't affect the _ failure (MTBF), the X only sports 600,000 hours 
speed, the new Raptor brings with it double average user as the hard drive will never reach and attracts a price premium of $60 for the 
the size, keeping the original two-platter design — the 150MB/s saturation point in the first place, favour of being able to look in. Furthermore, 
and simply doubling the density. Cache has let alone 300. NCQ has also finally earned an while RAFF (Rotary Accelerated Feed Forward, 
also been doubled to 16MB, and the drive outing on the drive, although whether or not basically a technology that senses the rotational 
now operates from a native SATA interface this provides a performance boost or penalty vibrations of other drives and attempts to 
instead of through a PATA to SATA bridge depends on your setup (RAID/single, quality compensate for it) is available on both, TLER 
— finally dragging it into the modern age. While of controller) and use of the drive. In our case (Time-Limited Error Recovery, a method that 
it maintains a 150MB/s interface rather than the — disabling NCQ on a single drive lost 2MB/s in signals the controller that error recovery is 

HDTach 3.0.1.0 : 


WD1500 RAID 0 117.8 
(4 drives) 


ND1500AHFD RAID 0 117.8 
(2 drives) 


ND1500ADFD RAID 0 117.3 
(2 drives) 


231.6 


227.2 


WD1500ADFD 


WD1500AHFD 


i Average read 
138.1 i Burst speed 


WD360GD 


WD800BB 


MB/s 
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taking longer than expected so the drive isn't 
dropped from the array) is only available on 
the Enterprise model — however in all likeliness 
normal users will never touch this anyway. 

The window itself is quite the engineering feat 
— usually beyond the realm of sane modders 
(a single speck of dust can not only ruin your 
day, but your drive), WD's solution is built to 
withstand the heat generated by the drive and 
to dissipate any stray electrostatic discharge, 
thereby protecting the integrity of the internals 
should you be scuffing your feet across the 
carpet beforehand, or knitting woollen jumpers 
at high speed. In fact as the website gushes, 
the read/write heads fly ‘over the 10,000rpm 
surface at one two-thousandth the width of a 
human hair’ - showing exactly how much a 
precision job building a hard drive is in the first 
place, without having to slap in a transparent 
portal to data nirvana. Someone give those 
engineers a New. 

It's impressive to see exactly how fast a drive 
head moves. You gain a new appreciation for 
the power and precision involved in hard drive 
mechanics - it moves so fast you can barely 
see any intermittent movement, switching on 
and off between positions like a strobe. 

Mind you, you'll have to own a case that 
shows off the window properly - quite possibly 
made of perspex and requiring custom rigging 
do get the display just right. In light of this, it 
wouldn't surprise us if most users opted for the 
Enterprise over the X, with its cheaper price and 
greater MTBF rating. Still, some can't fight the 
need for bling. Just look at Mr T. 


For benchmarking we hooked both sets of 
drives up to the NVIDIA SATA ports on an ASUS 
A8N-SLI Premium with an Athlon 64 4000+ 
and 1GB DDR3200 Crucial RAM, first in single 


& 


w 
The Raptor X undressed, showing 
slightly more than the window 
usually does. If they keep-this up, 
soon we'll just have floating platters. 


configuration, then two and four drives hooked 
up in RAID 0. For comparison purposes, and 
to see how far drive technology has come, 

we pitted the WD1500ADFD (Enterprise) and 
WD1500AHFD (X) against the WD800BB 
(80GB/PATA/7200rpm/2MB) and WD360GD 
(36GB/SATA/10,000rpm/8MB). 


Stare. Drool. 
Promise pagan 
Gods your 
unborn children. 
Do anything 

for it. 
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Wow. This is all we can say. The Raptors 
busted out some truly pants-wetting speed, 
chafing our eyeballs as we attempted to follow 
the heads as they danced crazily across the 
platter in their 8.5ms random access patterns. 
As you can see there's little to no performance 
difference between the X and the Enterprise 
— that which does exist can simply be passed 
off as margin of error. 

The Western Digital 150GB Raptor is without 
doubt the sexiest drive to cross our Labs, 
short of solid state. However some may find 
the asking price of nearly half a grand a little 
hard to stomach - a 500GB hard drive at a 
marginally slower speed can be had for around 
the same value. 

However if you yearn for blistering 
performance over size, or simply need every 
single one of your components to contain a 
window, you can't go past this. 


A 
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Sapphire Radeon X1900XTX 


Craig Simms observes that adding more Xs apparently means more speed. 


| Sapphire Radeon X1900XTX | 


Price $1,089 

Supplier Sapphire 

Website www.sapphiretech.com 
Speciications 512MB RAM; 384 
million transistors; 650MHz2/ 
1.55GHz; 48 shader units; 8 vertex 
shaders; 49.6GB/sec memory 
bandwidth; AVIVO; Anti-aliasing 
with FP16 HDR 


T" 7800GTX 512 killer is here, or so ATI 
is yelling to all and sundry while proudly 
beating its chest. Unlike the past few card 
refreshes from either side, the X1900 series is 
more than the expected speed boost. Despite 
looking pretty much like the previous X1800 on 
the outside, ATI’s newest baby sports a revised 
architecture, with 384 million transistors, and 

a gigantic 48 shader processors - three times 
that of the X1800XT and double that of the 
7800GTX 512 — resulting in a card that is just 
hankering for some shader-heavy games. 

We slotted Sapphire’s new baby in an ASUS 
AN32SLI-Deluxe with an Athlon 64 4800+ 
and 2GB of PC3200 PQI RAM, and turned up 
the heat using the same methodology as this 
month’s Head to Head. 

As you can see from the graphs, the 
X1900XTX is indeed the new top dog across 
most tests. Doom 3 of course remains firmly in 
NVIDIA's cradling arms. 

With the X1900 series, Crossfire has also 
come of age and is now a viable competitor 
to SLI, thoroughly trouncing it using the XT 
variant (it remains to be seen if an XTX Crossfire 


400 7; 
x 


xT 


i iia 


solution will arrive). Some however may still be 
put off by the master card and slave card (or as 
we call it, the Visa card) setup, not to mention 
the fiddly external bridge cable, for which the 
connector on the Crossfire Edition (the new 
name for the master card) has far too many 
screws and is simply a pain to connect. 

Just like the X1800 series, Crossfire in this 
revision is free of the 1600x1200 maximum 
resolution that was imposed on X850 Crossfire, 
making Dell 2405 and 3007 owners world 
wide immeasurably happy. We have also been 
assured by ATI, vendors and distributors that 
the X1900s will be on the shelves and plentiful 
in stock at the time of writing, in comparison to 


the 7800GTX 512 which is available, but scarce. 


Of course ATI has more than just a speed 


Games, 1600x1200, 4xAA, 8xAF 
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advantage in its favour — the 
ability to do FP16 HDR with 
AA, for example allows 
scenes to look more lush than 
ever before, especially in the 
Far Cry 1.4 beta patch. Also 
worthy of a mention is its superior anisotropic 


hotaward 


filtering and AVIVO technology for hardware 
accelerated H.264 video push it ahead of the 
pack. Although H.264 hardware decoding is 
planned for NVIDIA's ForceWare 85.xx release 
through PureVideo technology, we have heard 
nothing so far on the FP16 HDR with AA front 
yet. Maybe in the G71 spec? 

ATI plans to capitalise on both this image 
quality and hardware decoding asset by 
releasing their equivalent ALL-IN-WONDER 
board shortly, once again securing the NVIDIA 
neglected home video market. 

On the negative side, drivers are still nowhere 
near as stable as NVIDIA's solution and the 
fans still considerably louder. So in short, that's 
superior image quality and faster, but louder 
and a little shaky on its feet. We think we can 
live with that. 

Despite the hullabaloo, right now the 
X1900XTX isn’t massively faster than the 
7800GTX 512. It is still faster though, and the 
fact is that’s all it needs. It’s also competitively 
priced, so if you need to get the best of the best 
right now, this is the video card to slot into the 
wish list. Go you big red Crossfire engine. 
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DFI LANParty UT RDX200 CF-DR 


Bennett Ring throws a party in his PC. 


Price $349 

Supplier DFI 

Website www.dfi.com.tw 
Specifications ATI RD480 
Northbridge and SB450 
Southbridge - CrossFire 
compatible; 8x SATA1 ports; 1x 
FireWire; 2x PCI Express x16 
slots; 1x PCI Express x1 slot; 
3x PCI slots; Azalia audio. 


D: is the Cinderella 
of the motherboard 
world. A few years back 
its creations were the 
poor, dishevelled stepsisters of 
ASUS and ABIT, relegated to scrubbing 
the budget floors. But lately it has come into its 
own as one of the motherboard manufacturers 
of choice for power users, offering exceptional 
performance and a raft of features, not to 


specs 


mention hallucinogenic colour schemes. The 
DFI LANParty UT RDX200 is its latest foray 
into the mobo world, but has the clock struck 
midnight for this ATl-powered beast? 

Based around ATI's Crossfire compatible 
RD480 Northbridge and SB450 Southbridge, 
this six-layer board aims to stick it to nForce4 
SLI motherboards, although the lack of 
specialised CrossFire cards in the retail channel 
means it's facing an uphill battle. 

It's the first ATl-based motherboard we've 
seen to feature the Azalia High Definition audio 
chip, and this is included on its own separate 
board, helping to isolate it from system static. 
All capacitors are of the Japanese variety, 
ensuring a lengthy life span for this Day-Glo 
creation, which ships with UV reactive cabling. 
Storage suckers will appreciate the bank of 
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eight SATA ports — four of which use the ATI 
SB450 Southbridge, while the other four are 
powered by a Silicon Image 3114 controller. 
Sadly this means the board is stuck with SATA1, 
with no support for SATA2. A handy clear 

CMOS button means you won't be fiddling with 
needle-nosed pliers to clear your CMOS, and 
the increasingly rare inclusion of a FireWire port 
will be a Godsend for vidiots. Dual-Gigabit LAN 
is also standard. 

Overclockers will love the range of tweaking 
options to be found on this board. It's arguably 
the most fiddle-friendly BIOS we've ever 
encountered. Memory voltage can be boosted 
to a sizzling 4.03V, while the memory bus can 
be pumped all the way up to DDR500 speeds 
without a problem. 

But where the memory system really stands 
on its own is the ability to run four double- 
sided DIMMs at a 1T Command Rate and 
a CAS of 1.5. This is a world first for four 
DIMMs, and according to AMD's own technical 
specifications, shouldn't actually be possible 
yet. To ensure you'll be able to hit this record- 
breaking speed, it's best to use Crucial Ballistix 
1GB DIMMs, as the board has been optimised 
for this particular memory type. This should 
give you up to a 10 percent increase in memory 
sensitive applications, but the catch is that you'll 
have to run your memory at close to DDR400 
speeds. If you'd rather run your memory at 
speeds approaching DDR500, you'll be limited 
to a 2T command rate. 

When it came time to put the heat on our 
2.2GHz Athlon 64 3800+ CPU, the LANParty 
didn’t disappoint. We successfully squeezed 
2.8GHz out of the board on air-cooling, which 


is equal to the best results we've seen from 
comparable nForce4 motherboards, and it didn't 
take fusion-powered levels of voltage to reach 
this speed. The stock performance of the board 
was up to scratch as well, being right in line with 
an nForce4-based motherboard, as expected 
from the ATI chipset that the board uses. 

So it performs beautifully, has more 
overclocking options than an Atomican would 
know what to do with, and introduces record- 
breaking memory performance. But there are 
a couple of hitches that we grudgingly have to 
admit. For starters, it's not the cheapest high 
performance board you'll find, with an asking 
price of about $350. By far the biggest issue 
however is the fact that it's based around the 
ATI CrossFire solution. CrossFire cards are still 
hard to come by, and are significantly more 
expensive than NVIDIA 7800GTX cards. 

As a result we'd still point towards an NVIDIA 
nForce4 SLI-based system for the ultimate in 
performance at a respectable price. However, 
this board goes a long way to recover the 
ground ATI lost over the previous 12 months, 
and if CrossFire becomes more affordable 
and available, this board will prove that this 
Cinderella needn't turn back into a frump any 
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time soon. 
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asrock 775twins hdtv 


aqua gate mini 120 


hardcore 


Price $121 
Supplier Altech 
Website www.altech.com.au 
Specs ATI RC410 Northbridge; ULi 
M1573 Southbridge; 1x PCIE x16 
slot; 1x PCIE x1 slot; 2x PCI slots; 
4x SATA1; 2x ATA133 IDE 


esigned with the media box user in mind, 

this Micro-ATX board has a number of 
unique features which makes it a noteworthy 
piece of hardware for the home entertainment 
aficionado. Thanks to the clever integration 
of several key components, it is the perfect 
basis for a PC whose main purpose in life is to 
enlarge your rear end as you watch TV from the 
couch all day. 

The first of these is the inclusion of onboard 
Component-out, which is fed via the integrated 
X300 core. This chipset isn’t going to break any 
HL2 frame rate records any time soon, but is 
perfect for viewing DVD and HDTV. The Viewing 
of video streams has also been given a shot in 
the arm since the latest ATI drivers increased 
video performance and functionality greatly. 

If you feel the need for faster graphics, a 
16x PCI Express slot is included, but it'll be a 
very tight fit as the passive Northbridge cooler 


Coolermaster Aqua Gate Mini 120. 


Price $135 

— Supplier CoolerMaster 
Website www.coolermaster.com 

_ Specifications Copper water block 
_ with integrated 160L/hr pump; 

~ 80mm or 120mm aluminium alloy 
i Jesup no reservoir 


Wi: the Vantec attiakay saci reviewed 
this issue is a bit of a behemoth, the 


Aqua Gate mini takes the opposite approach, 


providing simple CPU cooling and taking up a 
minimum of space. It's also only slightly more 
expensive than a high-end copper air cooler, 
making it a very attractive proposition for those of 
us on a tight budget. 

The water block is machined from a solid 
copper base, and includes adaptors for nearly 
every possible CPU socket in existence (Socket 
A, 754, 939, 940, and Intel Socket 478, 775 and 
Xeon) making it one of the most universal water 
blocks on the market, although you'll need to 
check for clearance around the CPU socket. 

The pump is integrated into the water block, 
and doesn't require an external power supply, 
instead using a standard three-pin fan header 
from the motherboard. Sadly, this is a sign of its 
low flow rate, which is a very meagre 160L/h. 
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is squeezed up against the graphics slot. 
Alongside the LGA 775 socket is the option 

to run either DDR or DDR2 memory, with two 
slots for each. An ATI RC410 Northbridge is 
combined with an ULI M1573 Southbridge to 
provide excellent performance, although it's 
very light on the overclocking features. 

The audio is a mixed bag. While the Realtek 
PHY RTL8201CL offers 7.1 analogue sound, 
the lack of any form of digital out is a major 
oversight. If it's going to be used in a media 
box, we'd have thought that a digital audio 
output would be mandatory. 


The slightly messy process of filling the 
system has been avoided. It arrives pre-filled, 


and is guaranteed to last a minimum of two years 


before a top up is necessary. However, when 
it does come time to adding more, you'll need 
to remove 
the entire 
water block, 
and there's 
no way to 
monitor just 
how much 
water is 
contained within. 

The radiator is available in both 80mm and 
120mm variants - we'd recommend going for the 
larger if your box can fit it. If you're looking for a 
silent cooling solution, you won't want to run the 
fan at high speeds, as it's a very noisy little critter. 

This has to be one of the simplest H,O kits to 
install, with no connecting of pipes or water-filling 
necessary. However, the hosing from the radiator 
to the waterblock could be a little short for some. 
Replacing these is no major drama. 

Unfortunately this little kit doesn’t provide the 
level of cooling we've come to expect from water. 


It is this single glaring fault that stops this 
board from being the perfect backbone for your 
HTPC. Thankfully though it is possible to install 
your own PCI soundcard, so it isn't necessarily 


a show-stopper. © BR 
O 
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Load temperature on our Athlon 64 3800+ was 


42°C with the fan buzzing away at its highest 
speed — not much better than the 47°C supplied 
by the stock AMD cooler, and around the same 
as a high performance air cooler. 

While we applaud this kit’s price and ease 
of use, its disappointing performance makes it 
more of a novelty than anything else. © BR 
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$59 
Thermaltake 
www.thermaltake.com 
869 grams; 1700rpm 
fan @ 17dBA; copper core with 
aluminium fans; 14cm by 7.5cm 


i be days of custom heatsinks that can be 
lifted by a six-year-old who isn’t being 
force-fed a diet of steroids appear to be well 
and truly over. The Blue Orb Il is the latest 
motherboard-cracking behemoth to hit the 
cooling world, promising to deliver excellent 


performance at eardrum-friendly volume levels. 


Not only is it extremely heavy at just under 
900 grams, it's also huge, at 14cm across by 
7.5cm high. Therefore you'd be well advised to 
see if this thing will even fit onto your crowded 
motherboard before you take the plunge. 
Actually, you’d better make sure it can even 
fit into your home. A small packet of generic 
thermal paste is included, as well as clips to fit 
both Socket 775 and Socket 939. 

Based around a copper core, which has 
a nice smooth base that won't need to do the 
beloved lap dance any time soon, the fins are 
made from more affordable aluminium, with 


GAMEFUEL Gill 


‘RLOUNGESS: 


* Maximum wireless signal rate derived from IEEE standard 802.11g when used with other D-Link MIMO product. Actual data throughput will vary. 
twork conditions and environmental factors lower actual data throughput rate. ©2005 D-Link Australia Ply Ltd. All rights reserved. D-Link™ is a registered 


Thermaltake Blue Orb Il 


Bs 


a 133mm fan nestled 
within the centre. 
This spins at 

a relatively low 

rate of 1700rpm, 
and there's 

no option to 
increase this as 

a fan controller 

is surprisingly 
absent. But even at 
this relatively low rate “NS 

the fan pushes approximately 

78cfm of air through the cooler at 

a noise level of 17dBA, making this perfect for 
those questing for silence. 

Bright blue LEDs are a standard feature — but 
are we the only PC users who are sick to death 
of unnecessary and tacky flashing lights? Can 
HSF makers please hurry up and move on to 
laser based holographic displays? 

But you want to hear about the performance 
of this big blue baby. We're happy to report that 
it gave slightly better temps than the stock AMD 
cooler, with our 3800+ hitting 43°C, a drop of 
4°C over the stock cooler. 


However, it’s not as though the stock AMD 
cooler really is that noisy to begin with. So 
whether you are prepared to fork out $59 for a 
marginal increase in performance is up 
to you. © 


Broadband Gigabit Gaming Router 


Push the limits of basic technology and experience the evolution 

in networking. Wirelessly share broadband Internet, boost network 
performance, stay competitive in your online games with D-Link’s 
new cutting-edge GamerLounge™ Wireless 108 and 4 Port Gigabit 
Switch Gaming Router™, powered by GameFuel™ Priority Technology. 


Learn more about the D-Link Gaming Router technology visit 


trademark of D-Link Corporation. Other trademarks or registered trademarks are the property of their respective owners. DLNK12325 


or call us on 1300 700'100. 


DGL-4300 
Also available in a non wireless 
version, model DGL-4100 


D-Link 


Building Networks for People 
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Gigabyte G-Power Lite A- 


$55 
Gigabyte 
www.giga-byte.com.au 
Heatsink for Socket 
478/T/939; 2450rpm fan; nickel- 
coated copper base; three 
heatpipes; 430g weight. 


N o doubt drawing from the successful 
design exhibited in the slightly larger and 
much louder Gigabyte G-Power Pro heatsink 
unit (with blue LEDs to match its audible level), 
the G-Power Lite is, as the name suggest, a 
cut-down version. 

In fact, the special feature about the fan on 
this heatsink is that it doesn't come packing 
four blazing-blue, cornea-destructive LEDs. In 
fact, this heatsink has no lighting whatsoever. 

If you're sick of all the consumerised lighting 
inherent in today’s cases and many - if not most 
— computer components, you are the target 
market for this you boring sod. 

Having secured it to a hot spicy Chernobyl, 
pumping 80W, in a 29°C ambient room 
temperature, this heatsink managed to clean up 
at 46°C - a difference of 17°C that is the same 
as the Tuniq Tower's. 

This is quite impressive when you consider 


Tuniq Tower 


$79 
Cool PC 
www.coolpc.com.au 
Heatsink for Socket 
478/T/939; 13.1 x 10.8 x 15.3cm; 
1000-2000rpnm;; three heatpipes; 
798g weight. 


[ his gigantic heatsink was not designed 
with ease of installation in mind, but more 


for the tweaking-inclined. 

Regardless of the platform, mounting this unit 
involves some form of modification that includes 
screws, a back plate and pulling something off 
your mobo. Given its fiddly nature, this certainly 
will not be everyone's slice of cake, or cup 
of tea. 

As far as ambient noise is concerned, it's 
very respectable, even when spinning high 
speed at 2000rpm. 

The majority of the sound is generated by the 
fan being located smack in the middle of two 
sets of fins. Naturally enough, this incurs more 
noise than usual due to air friction at both the 
intake and the exhaust end, but it isn’t anything 
to write home about. 

That said the fan is definitely given a work out 
with such a setup, as it has to draw the air in 
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the compared reduction in surface . ia \ 


area, downsized fan and overall 
size. The noise on 
this little angel is 
extremely quiet, 
quite unlike its 
bigger brother. 

Performing 
exactly the 
same as the 
Tuniq Tower, this 
heatsink has the 
benefit of firstly not 
weighing in close 
to a kilogram and 
secondly it doesn't take 
a screwdriver and much cussing 
to get it going. Just clip it on and 
you're away, albeit we're skipping 
over the fact that a retention mechanism not 
unlike the Socket 478 needs to be installed on 
Socket T (775) mobos first. The brilliant aspect 
here is that even that is easy to install, unlike 
certain others. 

Overall, this is an easy to install, decent 
performing and quiet heatsink. (=)ND 


and push it out. 

In asummery ambient 
temperature of 29°C, 
we plonked this sucker 
on Chernobyl — running 
at the usual heat output 
of 80 watts - and it 
pulled 46°C, giving it an 
increase of a mere 17°C. 

This is 4°C higher than 
the Thermalright XP-90C 
or Gigabyte G-Power 
Pro, but it’s definitely 
proof that the Tunic Tower 
is a decent unit. Even 
when running at half the speed 
- 1000rpm - it managed to keep 
things at 52°C. 

The two worst aspects about it are the 
almost exorbitant price of $79 and the 800 
grams of weight. Owners of this would 
want to minimise travelling — or get used to 
dismounting/mounting it. 

These issues aside, if you have room for such 
a behemoth and need some quiet in your box, 


this just might help. 
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Work at dangerously fast speeds with 
Kingston’s 29? Memory. 


With faster speeds and higher data bandwidth, DDR2 from Kingston® is the next 
generation of DDR memory technology. It features On-Die Termination to prevent 
reflected signal transmission errors and operational enhancements that increase 
efficiency and timing margins to remove any roadblocks from your computing. And it’s 
backed by legendary Kingston reliability and a lifetime warranty. 


Fasten your seatbelt and order Kingston DDR2 memory today. 


| www.kingston.com/asia kingston 


Authorized Distributors: 


@simms 


www.simms.com.au 
1800 800 703 


1300100100 


©2006 Kingston Technology Company, Inc. 17600 Newhope Street, Fountain Valley, CA 92708 USA (714) 435-2600. 
*en20m SES. All rights reserved. All trademarks and registered trademarks are the property of their respective owners. 


| here’s nothing sexier than new kit. And if 
you're in the market to buy, you don’t want to 
waste your hard earned cash. Let Atomic advise 


you, with our new section for recommended kit! All 
of these products have been reviewed in Atomic. To 
make it easy we've created a matrix of categories 


| Got gear? Use our kitlog matrix to find the 
best upgrades for your needs. 


for you to cross reference, so if you’re buying 
for yourself (Extreme) or your hardcore granny 
(Budget), you know where to spend your cash. 


Coolers 


j 
| 
| 
| 
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Motherboards 


Video cards 


AMD Athion 
64 3200+ 


RRP $290 

It's been around for some time, 
yet still remains one of the top 
performers for the money. Well 
worth a ‘budget’ look. | 


Thermaltake 
Golden Orb Il 
RRP $49 

For such a large and effective 
heatsink the price is hard to beat. 
It's low profile too, so should fit in 
all sorts of cases. 


RNPESE 


RRP $139 

Sporting VIA'’s K8T890 chipset, 
this Socket 939 board is perfect for 
the low budget while still packing a 
powerful punch. 


L Reviewed in Issue 53 — Page 70 | 


[Reviewed in Issue 58 - Page 33 


| Reviewed in Issue 54 — Page 55 


hire | 
xs GTO 
Fireblade 


RRP $280 
The Sapphire X800GTO RADEON | 
Fireblade is a power packed 
performance beastie. 


Reviewed in Issue 59 — Page 35 


ANID Athion 
FX-GO 


RRP $1700 

Unlocked multipliers mean joy in 
our book, and for some hot dual- 
core lovin’ action, you can’t go 
past the FX-60. 


Reviewed in Issue 61 — Page 35 


‘PERFORMANCE 


Thermalright 
XP-90C 


RRP $99 

Thermalright built their business 
around effective coolers, and the 
XP-90C is one of the best money 


-can buy. It looks secks too! 


Reviewed in Issue 58 — Page 33 


DEI LanParty 
UT RDX200 
RRP $349 

Overclocker's heaven, and with 


Crossfire beginning to come into 
its own, the board of choice. 


Reviewed in Issue 62 — Page 43 


eel p pales 
X1 OxTX 
RRP $1089 

The X1900XTX has the same 
amount of Xs as Vin Diesel’s 


movie, but scores so much better. 
Plus, it's not bald. 


Reviewed in Issue 62 — Page 42 


INTEL CONFIDENTIAL 
OBEJES “AN. 
§8O04 seesyPHiage4 
cH51B498 


Intel Pentium 
4 3.73GHz2Z 
Extreme Ed 
RRP $1800 

When raw MHz and boasting rights 
count, the P4 3.73 GHz EE is your 
man — er, processor. 


| 
| Reviewed in Issue 54 — ae 54 
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Thermaltake 
Symphony 
RRP $449 

Flamin’ heck. Towering at 1.1m 
tall, this beastie will have peers 
ogling in jealousy. It's complete 
overkill — and we love it. 


Reviewed in Issue 60 — Page 54 


ASUS _ 
SEDGE 


DELUX! 

RRP $399 

It doesn’t get better than NVIDIA's 
new SLI x16 platform and dual- 
heat-pipe cooling for the Pentium. 


Reviewed in Issue 59 — Page 45 


RRP $1100 x2 


U Reviewed in Issue 62 — Page 37 


512 su 


If you can get 'em, grab’ em Hot 
doesn’t even begin to 
ever lovin’ framerate pumped out 
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MaxLine Ill 
300GB 
RRP $259 
These 300GB drives are fast and 


sweet, and yet the price is just right, 
nigh on a dollar per GB. 


Ben 
FRP71V+ 
RRP $599 

This 5ms 17in LCD is cheap and 
speedy, and plenty good enough for 
even the most fussy of grandmas. 
Send her your love today! 


KOSS 
SB40 
RRP $129 
You'll find that these circumaural 
boomers will do you justice just fine if 
you can’t afford a THX 7.1 platinum 
plated surround sound setup. 


hardcore 
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Ammo 533 

RRP $100 

Perfect for LANs with its heavy duty 
handle, military styling and rugged 
construction, the Ammo blasts the 
budget competition away. 


Reviewed in Issue 57 — Page 31 


| Reviewed in Issue 54 — Page 48 


[Reviewed in Issue 38 — Page 30 


Reviewed in Issue 60 — Page 50 


Hitachi 
Deskstar 
7KSO00 

RRP $572 

With the ‘Deathstar’ spectre long 
faded, Hitachi’s 500GB super quiet 
SATA II drive with 16MB cache 
impressed us greatly. Hugely, in fact. 


Samsung 
S30BF 

RRP $899 

Clocking in at 4ms, despite the plain 
fascia this gorgeous 19” screen has a 
colour depth and tonal range that will 
make you weep. 


Altec Lansing 
MX5021 


RRP $349 

This 2.1 set is for those after a 
decent yet simple setup. The best 2.1 
speaker set money can buy, and the 
next best thing before 5.1. 


Coolermaster 
Stacker 830 
RRP $340 

Following in the tradition of the 
Stacker before it, this sensational 
Stacker stacks sumptuous 
specifications salaciously. 


[Reviewed in Issue 60 - Page 49 


| Reviewed in Issue 54 — Page 48 


| Reviewed in Issue 47 — Page 85 | 


[ Reviewed in Issue 56 — Page 39 


Western 


ae LL Raptor 
WD1500ADFD 
RRP $439 


Dear lord. The performance king hath 
cometh, short of whacking in a SCSI. 
Buy two and RAID ‘em for glory. 


Dell 

3007WFP 

RRP $2,899 

Thirty inches. 2560x1600. 11ms G2G 
If you can handle the size and have 
the cash to buy this massive beauty, 
you won't be disappointed. 


| <7 
She zZ- 
5 O Digital 
RRP $749 

Able to play the ‘liquid gold’ sound 
that is DTS 96KHz/24-bit, this 5.1 
beast can wreck both home and 
hearing alike with equal impunity. 


Nextherm 
icS 8200 
RRP $470 

Packing a peltier with an LCD 
temperature readout, you can’t go 
past a case this cool (literally) and 
not want to kiss it all over. 


| Reviewed in Issue 62 — Page 40 


| Reviewed in Issue 61 — Page 49 


Reviewed in Issue 48 — Page 56 } 


[Reviewed in Issue 54—- Page 50__| 
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The 7800 series cards have become the de-facto 
performance card to have. Squeeze more out of your 


Re 


investment with our guide to making the most of it. By Ashton Mills. 


| f you’re reading this, you’ve no doubt already overclocked your 
card at least a little to get a few more frames where it counts most. 
But there’s more to maximising the potential of your card than just 
increasing its clocks. In fact, if you look under the hood a little, there’s 
quite a science behind boosting the performance of your card. 

And just because performance is king, we’re going to cover three 
ways you can improve your card, ramp your frames in games, and 
naturally have fun doing it! 


OVERCLOCKING 


The 7800 is an interesting beast. Inside its demure shell, the GPU is 
divided into a number of sections dedicated to different parts of the 
rendering and output pipeline. Some of these have their own clock 
that is based off the frequency you specify in the NVIDIA drivers with 
Coolbits enabled. 

As a result, and depending on the BIOS of the card (which we'll get to 
next), there can be sweet spots in the overclocking frequencies that give 
a greater return for the clock rate. If you know what to look for, you can 
squeeze a little extra performance out of your card. 

For the 7800GTX, the frequency you set in Coolbits when 
you overclock is used as the clock speed for the pixel and ROP 
(rasterisation) engines, while the vertex (geometry) engine is clocked 
higher thanks to a delta. By default, this is 40MHz. 

In other words, a 7800GTX clocked at 460MHz with Coolbits uses 
500MHz for the vertex clock. Running the vertex engine ahead of the 
other two can provide a performance boost if the GPU can handle it. 

It’s interesting to note that the frequency you set in Coolbits isn’t 
necessarily the one the GPU will operate at in 3D mode. By default, the 
7800 is synchronised from a base clock of 27MHz. The overclocking 
magic here is the three cores of pixel, ROP and vertex perform better 
when aligned to a whole multiple of this base clock. Especially the 
vertex, so much so that this is the core to focus your overclocking on. 
Additionally, the pixel and ROP clocks will jump (from the idle 2D clock 
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rate) in multiples of the base clock (27MHz) to the nearest frequency of 
the value you set that is half the base clock. Sound confusing? That’s 
because it is. If you set a rate of 490MHz in Coolbits for 3D, the pixel 
and ROP clocks will actually run at 486MHz (18 x 27). Similarly, if you 
set it to 5OOMHz they will jump to 513MHz (19 x 27). This doesn’t take 
into account the delta for the vertex core. With 500MHz for example, the 
Pixel/ROP clocks run at 513MHz while the vertex runs at 540MHz. 

If all this makes about as much sense as stuffing your pants with 
doughnuts, we’re with you. But what it comes down to is this: when 
aligned at a multiple of the 7800’s base 27MHz core clock, the sub- 
domains of pixel, ROP and vertex processing perform a little bit better 


Experimenting with clocks and deltas 
Vertex target 486MHz (18 x 27) 


Coolbits 


Coolbits Pixel/ROP 


463 459 
473 486 
486 486 
513 513 


Pixel/ROP 


486 | 
513 
513 
540 


Coolbits 


490 
500 
513 
540 


The vertex target 486Mhz table shows the performance jump that occurs when the 
pixel/ROP clocks align to a 27MHz multiple. The next two tables show that as long 
as both pixel/ROP and the vertex clock are aligned on a 27MHz multiple, the re- 
sults are essentially the same. Also setting a lower clock to use a 50 delta pushes 
the pixel/ROP clocks back to the next lowest multiple, dropping performance. 
Lastly, no delta and a higher clock performs best of all. 


Generel Adapter |___ Monitor _ a Wee 


__ Color Management g GeForce 7800 GTX 


a a 


wr 


SS | 
oe | | 
ANIDIA.. | 


©) No overclocking 
© Auto overclocking 
@) Manual overclocking 


Settings | Performance (3D) 


Core clock frequency: 


Test Changes 


(J Fan always on 
Apply these settings at startup 


Restore Defaults 


Cancel | | 


A Coolbits. Pretty much the perfect overclocking tool, if only 
NVIDIA would yank the ‘Test Changes for dummies’. 


(see table left). The trick then is to choose an overclock frequency that 
a) your card can handle and b) is as close as possible to a multiple of 
the base clock. Just to make it harder, if both pixel/ROP and vertex are 
aligned ona multiple, performance will yet again be better than if only 
one or the other is aligned. With a default delta of 40, this isn’t possible, 
which is presumably why the pixel/ROP clocks jump to the nearest 
27MHz multiple when entering 3D mode. 

So how to better overclock your baby? Choose a multiple of the base 
frequency for the vertex clock (for examples, see table left), minus 40, 
and use this as the value in Coolbits. Most cards should handle a vertex 
of 513MHz or 486MHz. If you want to go a step further, you can edit the 
BIOS and adjust the delta down to one 27MHz multiple or, ideally, zero 
it. This keeps the vertex on the same frequency, but raises your pixel/ 
ROP cores up to the next multiple. Of course, your card needs to be 
able to handle the increased speed, so experiment for your sweet spot. 

It’s interesting to note two frequencies we've seen made popular by 
vendors of the 7800GTX range. While the original design had the clock 
pinned at 430MHz, some manufacturers chose 460MHz and the ‘top’ 
end cards 490MHz. As we can see from the table, 459MHz is one sweet 
spot, while 486MHz is another! Some manufactuers, like ASUS, also 
increased the delta to 50MHz, presumably to boost performance without 
increasing the base clock. 

Just a note: we’ve been focusing on the GTX here because, as is the 
way, the 7800 family don’t all share entirely the same operation. 

The 7800GT uses a base delta of 40MHz also, like its big brother, but 
many manufacturers zeroed the delta as the increase in the vertex clock 
reportedly caused stabilty problems. Instead, many GTs use a higher 
overall base clock and no delta. There’s nothing stopping you from 
adding a delta back and trying your luck however. 
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The 7800GTX 512 is different again. The GPUs are clocked so high 
that (based on our own tests) the standard deltas of 40 and 50 push the 
silicon too far and the cards either exhibit artefacts or crash. This would 
explain why all the 7800GTX 512 cards we've got our hands on all use 
a delta of ‘0’. Just to make things more complicated, and premsumably 
because all three domains are in sync, there is no jump to the nearest 
27MHz for-pixel/ROP clocks with a zeroed delta, and the frequency you 
set in Coolbits is the exact clock applied to all three domains in 3D mode. 

Finally, what about the memory clock? This one is simple: more is 
better. That said, coming up next, we'll also show you how you can 
tighten the latencies of the onboard memory, and squeeze out a bit more 
performance clock for clock. 

Onto the BIOS! 


Enabling Coolbits 


++ Hardware monitoring - NVIDIA GeForce 7/800 GTX / Plug... 
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A Rivatuner shows the clocks jumping up under load in 3D. In 
this test we set the clock in coolbits to 450MHz, yet note it 
jumps to 459MHz, an exact multiple of 27Mhz (17 x 27). 


Modding the BIOS of your super-expensive 7800 isn’t as scary as it 
sounds. There is a risk involved, to be sure, and you are responsible 
for the performance boost/dying in flames outcome of playing with your 
card’s BIOS. If you’re happy to take the risk, modding and updating the 
7800 BIOS is actually quite easy. 


Why would you want to play with the card’s BIOS? Doing so opens up © 
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the following possibilities: 

* Install a BIOS from another manufacturer, one for which is known to 
give good/stable performance 

* Edit default frequencies for 2D, throttle, and 3D modes 

° Modify or remove the delta 

* Change temps at which the fan ramps up 

° Change fan speeds 

* Tighten memory latencies for performance 

* Allow mis-matched cards to work better in SLI 

* Personalise your video card! 

¢ Demonstrate you inner Atomic nature 


Thanks to the excellent NVIDIA BIOS editing tool Nibitor, playing 
with a BIOS is both simple and safe — the only time anything can go 
wrong is when you flash, and this only if you’re flashing an incorrect 
BIOS or you have less luck than Mr Bean and the power goes out 
while flashing. 


1: Get the tools 


Start by grabbing Nibitor and the NVIDIA BIOS flashing tool NVFLASH, 
from www.mvktech.net and www.guru3d.com respectively. Grab the 
latest, which at the time of writing is Nibitor 2.6a and NVFLASH 5.13. 


2: Make a DOS bootdisk 


While you can happily edit and play with BlIOSes from within Windows, 
you'll need to boot DOS in order to flash your card. The easiest way to 
do this is to use a DOS boot floppy or CD. If you already have one lying 
around from motherboard flashing days, just make sure it still works. If 
you need to make a new one, head on over to www.bootdisk.com and 
download the DR DOS image ISO (www.bootdisk.com/tennessee/ 
flashcd.zip), burn it on a CD, and voila you have a DOS bootable CD. 
After all, who uses floppies these days? 

As you'll be booting a DOS disk, you won't be able to access your 
NTFS drives. In order to flash the BIOS once you boot it you'll need to 
either create a small FAT partition on your system where you can play 
with BIOS files (including backing up your original), or you can modify 
the ISO boot disk and add your modified BIOS files as well as the 
NVFLASH tool before you burn the CD. Or, you could use a USB key. 


3: BIOS editing 


Intall and run Nibitor. From here you can load and save BIOS ROM files, 
or read the current BIOS from the card directly. To see what features 
your card currently uses click Read BIOS -> Select Device and select 
your GPU. Next, click Read BIOS -> Read into Nibitor and let Nibitor 
read the BIOS directly. 

Most of the program’s use is self explanatory, but we'll cover the 
important bits here. Be sure and heed the warnings Nibitor gives for 
anything you are unsure about. 


CLOCKRATES 

The first page lists the idle, throttle, and 3D clocks for your card. It 
also lists the delta, if there is one. A very simple tweak for 7800GTX 
cards is to change the delta from 40 to 50, and save the BIOS. Even 
if you've found your card’s overclocking limit for the base clock, it 
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should probably handle another 10MHz for the vertex clock, and this 
can appreciably improve the card’s performance (which is why the 
ASUS TOP line ships with a delta of 50). 

If you know the limits of your card, you can set a higher default for 
the 3D mode here. 


‘File Tools Info 


Info 
File: F:\NVIDIA.7800GTX.PCle.256MB.Rev.01.rom 
Nvidia PCI-E 7800 GTX v 
BIOS Version: 05,70.02.11.01 
Vendor: | Nvidia 
Date: 05/12/05 
G70 Board - p347h2 


Device : 


Product: Integrity: @ 
(Clockrates Voltages | Adv. Info | Timings Temperatures | Boot Settings 

(1 Change amount of active performance levels 
Geomettic delta clock 


Cote Memory 


3D 430 600 (1200Mhz DDR) 40 
600 (1200Mhz DDR) 


600 (1200Mhz DDR) 


A Use the Clockrates page to change clocks and the delta. 


VOLTAGE 

Generally, you can’t raise the voltages on the 7800 series 
without whipping out a soldering iron and taking to your 
expensive baby. Even then, at most, you'll get a 0.5 increase 
which is questionable for the effort. Still, if you’re utterly insane 
and want to give it a go, see the ‘Volt modding’ sidebox for 
handy links. 


TIMINGS 
Click ‘autodetect’. Nhibitor will recommend a timing set based 
on the model of your card. 

Next click ‘Detailed timings’, and you will see the a list 
of memory timings you're probably more familiar with. Here 
you can adjust timings (down for speed, up for overclocking 
headroom). For a simple tweak, try lowering all the values 
a touch. Remember, as with system RAM, for best stability 
always ensure tRC = tRAS + tRP. 

When you click ‘Ok’ Nibitor will adjust the timing set hex 
values accordingly. If you speak happen to speak Matrix and 
can understand the relationship between memory timings and 
their hex representations, you could always edit them directly. 

It's generally a good idea to first test the timings realtime, 
rather than flash the BIOS and discover in your overzealous 
pursuit of performance your machine fails to boot. 

Click ‘Test timings’ and then ‘Get timings’. Copy and paste 
any changed strings into the boxes, and click ‘Set timings’. 
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File Tools Info 
Info 
File: F:\NVIDIA.7800GTX.PCle.256MB.Rev.01.rom 

Nvidia PCI-E 7800 GTX v 
BIOS Version: 05.70.02.11.01 

Vendor: | Nvidia 

Date: 05/12/05 
Product: G70 Board - p347h2 


Device : 


Integrity: @ 


Clockrates | Voltages | Adv. Info| Timings 1 Temperatures | Boot Settings 
Timingset 3 v 


Timing® : 04192023 Timing4 : OOO005FF | Autoselect timingset 


Timingl:  0D01080D Timing5 : O1FCDA7? 


| Detailed timings 
0008080C 001D011C 


Timinge : Timing : 


| Testtimings | 


Timing? : 59108904, 


Timing A: | if, 


A Use the Timings tab to tighten the timings of onboard RAM 
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File Tools Info 
Info 
File: F:\NVIDIA.7800GTX.PCle.256MB.Rev.01.rom 
Device: 


BIOS Version : 


Nvidia PCI-E 7800 GTX v 
05.70.02.11.01 
Vendor. | Nvidia 

Date: 05/12/05 


Product: G70 Board - p34?h2 Integrity: @ 


Clockrates Voltages | Adv. Info Timings Temperatures Boot Settings 


= Display Boot Messages 
Display Memory Size 


-=[ ATOMIC MPC FOR THE WIN]=- 
GeForce 7866 GTX UBER BIOS| 


(J Engineering Release 
Bootup displaymode: 


Text mode 


Text display time: | 1960 
Text color: | White 


| More Bootoptions | 


Chars: 61/79 {. Apply TVMode: PAL ¥ 


A It’s digital graffiti for the new millenium 


Run 3DMark or similar stress test, and make sure your world is both 
fast and stable. 


TEMPERATURES 

Here you can specify the temperature throttles and fan speeds. 
Generally, the GTX cards will be ok here, but GT users note — the 
stock fan speed is set to less than 50%, effectviely throttling the 
maximum cooling performance of the card. And as we know, heat 
plays a big role in the limit of an overclock. If you're a GT user, set 
the max speed the fan can run at to 100% for the 3D mode — it'll still 
be silent for 2D, but ramp up as needed in 3D. 


BOOT SETTINGS 

The last page details the BIOS information string presented at 
bootup. The string won't even be displayed unless you tick the 
appropriate box, so if you want it and it’s not, tick it. 

You can directly edit the text in the window. So if you want to 
make your very own greeting that'll pop up briefly when you turn 
your machine on, this is the place! 

Once you’ve made all the changes you want, save the BIOS with 
checksum. And now, you’re ready to flash. 


4: Flashing 


Time for the fun. Boot your DOS bootable CD, let it start up into the 
DOS ‘install’ and then just press F3 to get back to a prompt. Type ‘C:’ to 
get to your DOS disk. If it’s not there, try other drive letters until you find 
it, though it should be C: as the first detected FAT partition. 

Start by backing up your BIOS if you haven't already with Nibitor. 
Type: nvflash --save [card name].rom 

Remember this is DOS, keep the name short and sweet (8 characters 
max). Now, flash the modified BIOS with: nvflash -5 -6 [new bios].rom 
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replacing ‘[new bios]’ with whatever you named it when modding. 

Note when saving BlOSes and flashing cards with SLI configurations 
NVFLASH will always prompt you about both cards, one after the other. 
Which is handy, because you generally want to flash both. 


THE WORLD IS YOUR BIOS 


Of course, you don’t have to modify your own BIOS. You can download 
the BIOS of other cards and flash them as is, or modify the BIOS 

from other cards and then flash them. Thanks to a brilliant resource at 
www.mvktech.com, there are literally hundreds of BlOSes available 
for download. They include a wide-range of GPUs from NVIDIA and 
ATI, and allow you to not only learn what various manufacturers have 
set in their BlIOSes for the cards, but if you want flash your card with 

a known performance or stable BIOS used by another manufactuer. 
Read the MVktech forums for discussions about various BlOSes, their 
performance, and features. 

Generally, for the 7800 series at least, most manufacturer BlOSes are 
almost identical to the NVIDIA reference. The only real changes you'll 
find between manufacturers are the clock speeds at each level, the delta, 
and sometimes the memory timings. 

This is, in fact, why it’s a good idea to flash both of your cards with 
the same BIOS if you use an SLI configuration with cards from different 
manufacturers. While recent NVIDIA driver releases allow mis-matched 
vendor support for SLI, internally each card will run its RAM timings, for 
example, at the rates specificed in the BIOS. If you really want to ensure 
the cards run at their best in SLI, make sure they’re using the same 
BIOS. Don’t forget, you can always backup and restore the original BIOS 
if need be. 

Experiment with your BIOSes and see what you can squeeze out of 
your card. The use of deltas, tighter memory timings, and of course a 
high overclock will all help you make the most of your 7800 card. 
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Turn the card over and pull out the fan header, then unscrew 
COOLER UPGRADING the two larger screws on the right. Next, use the smaller 
If you want to boost the performance of your 7800 baby there’s one Philips head to unscrew the remaining four screws around the 
more step you can take. And, in fact, it’s a good step regardless of fan. Remove the plastic shroud. 
whether you intend to overclock excessively or not — the stock 7800 
cooler design, while quiet and efficient, is low power and has the 
rather bad side effect of blowing blistering hot air right into your case. 
One of these cards, let alone two in SLI, will increase the ambient air 
temperature inside, especially under load, further impairing stability at 
high clocks not only on the cards themselves, but your CPU also (unless 
you're ducting air from the outside). 

While there are a number of after-market coolers available, we 
decided to go with Arctic Cooling’s NV Silencer 5. Not only does it eject 
all heat out the back of the case, but with ASUS choosing to use this 
same cooler for its TOP series, it’s clearly a good solution in the eyes 


of one the biggest players in the market. So don’t worry if you couldn't Unscrew the four large screws holding the heatsink to the board. 
afford a TOP, you can make one yourself! Turn the card over and unscrew the three smaller screws holding 
the fan assembly to the board. Remove the fan assembly and 


What you need heatsink. Oh, naked 7800! 


2 | Clean your baby 
Before mounting the Arctic Cooler be sure to clean the surface of 
the GPU and all the RAM with a solution to remove the gunk. The 
ArctiClean cleaning kit from Arctic Silver comes highly recommended. 


Dismantling the stock cooler 
This is easy. Use a Philips screwdriver to unscrew the four screws 


on the rear of the board. Remove the backplate. 
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3 | Mounting the new cooler 
Peel off the protective sticker on the thermal adhesive for the 
RAM chips on the Arctic Cooling cooler. Place the cooler on a flat 
surface with the fan facing down and copper plate up. 

Mount your card face down on top of the cooler, feeding the 
metal pins through the back. Grab the metal ‘X’ backplate, put the 
protective rubber shim underneath, and slide it onto the four pins. 
Now, using the screws provided, screw the four pins until the metal 
backplate is screwed tight and flat. 

Note: As you get close to finish the job, tighten the screws at 
diagonal opposites, so pressure is distributed evenly as the cooler 
mates with the GPU and RAM chips on the front. 


Attach the RAM backplate 
Now grab the silver backplate designed to attached to the rear 
RAM chips. You'll note it's almost exactly the same design as the 


original. one you removed. 

In the Arctic Cooling kit you should find a strip of thermal tape. 
Peel the squares off one by one and attach them to the rear chips. 
Then peel off the top layer so it too is sticky and firmly press down 
on the backplate as you attach it. These suckers are strong, so 
make sure you’re happy with the alignment! 

You're pretty much done, however for extra brownie points and if 
you want to be particularly hot you can attempt the Super Supreme 
Mega Uber Atomic Backplate Expansion method, or SSMUABE. 
Pronounced ‘smooaybe"’ Yes... it doesn’t make much sense. 


feature 


SSMUABE: The front RAM chips are attached, along with the GPU, to 
a rather beefy copper cooler to help them to stay, well, cool when the 
going gets tough and you overclock the pants off them. But the rear 
chips have this thin metal backplate the surface area of which won't 
take long to heat up, and certainly doesn’t offer much in the way of 
heat dissipation. 

Not a problem. Grab a set of copper BGA RAM sinks, the size 
of which just happens to be about the same as the metal troughs 
designed to conduct head from the RAM to the plate. Note we said 
‘about’ the same size. On the metal plate that comes with the Arctic 
Cooler, these indents are rounded on the edge, and the copper RAM 
sinks can’t convienently fit in. 


The original backplate, however, is a different story. Here the 
troughs are straight, and two copper BGA RAM sinks will snugly fit in 
each one. Plonk two into each slot, and you not only greatly increase 
the conductive surface area, but the fins on the RAM sinks will ensure 
much better heat dissipation. Voila! Your rear RAM chips are getting a 
much better deal in the cooling stakes, and you'll be able to mainstain 
stability at high clocks, if not reach higher clocks, when you overclock. 

One point of note: The BGA RAM sinks we used had a nasty habit 
of not sticking well using the default thermal tape they shipped with. We 
recommend scraping this crap off and attaching them to the backplate with 
a thermal adhesive (read: glue). 


Finish up 

Turn the card over and connect the fan header, and you're done. Note 
earlier versions of the NV Silencer Rev 3 had the fan wires incorrectly 
swtiched, so if yours doesn’t work just switch them. 

Now insert your new card of absolute coolness into a PC, play with 
the BIOS, overclock to find the card’s ceiling, benchmark, play games, 
and smile contentedly to self while reveling in a cooler card and PC. 
How damn, that is cool. 


TEMPERATURE RESULTS 


NV Silencer 5 Rev 3 


Idle 44c 
Load 56c 


Stock 7800GTX 
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‘T all the latest tech first. We bring you the best, the fastest and creamiest of hardware and games before 
even they know about it. 


3ET tutorials on fixing, upgrading, styling and revving. Guides that'll make your hair curl and PC power 
through anything and everything. 


‘T reviews you can trust. Quality testing with proven methods equals the most accurate results in the 
industry. That’s what Atomic is all about. 


T to be a part of the most informed IT community in Australia. Subscribe and become one of us. It’s 
totally cool, and legal. Honest! 
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3dmark06 — 


3sDMI 


Ashton Mills goes hands on with the all new 3DMark06 and looks into whats new, 
what’s old, and what’s spankingly hot in Futuremark’s latest opus. 


EF“ since the birth of Atomic, each new release of 3DMark has 
become a bit of ritual. As soon as we get the code, everyone 

piles into Labs to witness whatever new visual wonders await. Just like 
everyone else, we love to be wowed by what our PCs are capable of (or 
not, as the case may be) and Futuremark always manages to set the bar, 
and in fact challenge, just how good games can look. It reminds us of the 
demo-scene days back on the C64 and Amiga, where the very best sights 
and sounds were brought forth on simple hardware by those crazy Fins 
and their h4x programming skills. 

The crazy Fins are still at it, of course. They went and formed 
MadOnion, which then became Futuremark, and they kept on pumping 
out amazing demos. And it’s no different with 3DMarkO6. It’s just about 
the right time too — when 3DMark05 hit the scene it crushed our machines 
under its demands. A 6800 Ultra could push no more than the mid-4000s, 
and yet now we can reach the lofty heights of 15000 with a beefy system 
and some 7800GTX cards in SLI. As soon as machines start hitting the 
mid-teens in 3DMarks, it seems Futuremark is ready to slap them down a 
notch with its latest release. 

And after seeing 3DMark06 in action... hot damn does it ever. 


) 64 X2 Dual 
Core Processor 4800+ © 


Fitering & AA.. Graphs... 
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A slightly new menu layout accompanies the new 3DMark. Note 1280 x1024 
is now the default resolution for tests. 


What’s new’? 
It might be best to start with what isn’t new — all of the 3DMark05 
benchmarks are included in 3DMark06 using the same content as before, 
but with updated or higher resolution textures. Importantly though, all the 
tests have been improved and made more demanding by adding new 
lights, shadows and geometry in addition to taking greater advantage 
of Shader Model 2.0 and 3.0 functions. In fact, whereas 3DMark05 had 
limited support for Directx9, 3DMark06 makes full use of it — and thus 
shows just what the API can deliver for games today. 

Aside from the default resolution being 1280x1024 (afterall, got to keep 
up with the times) the biggest changes are the inclusion of a new graphics 
benchmark called Deep Freeze that shows just what Shader Model 3.0 
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can do, a new suite of CPU tests, and a shift in the philosophy of how the 
overall 3DMark score is attained — for the first time, the CPU scores now 
form part of the overall result. 

Under the hood, the engine behind the benchmark is about as modern 
as you can get, taking full adavantage of all but one Shader Model 3.0 
function and utilising 16-bit floating point textures and blending. And, of 
course, implementing HDR. In fact, the HDR implemented in 3DMark06 is 
the best we’ve seen to date. 


Translucency abounds, and the once grey sea creature becomes a vivid 
display of colours, reflected, and refracted light. And just look at the water. 


Graphics tests 

The original ‘Game Tests’ have been renamed to ‘Graphics Tests’ to 
reflect what they actually measure. As much as possible, it seems, 
Futuremark has gone to great lengths to isolate the graphics subsystem 
from being CPU bound, so that the results obtained with the graphics tests 
are comparable between systems. The inverse is true for the CPU tests as 
well, of course. 

This is actually really cool. It means you can accurately compare 
individual components against each other with respect to the benchmark. 
For example, comparing CPUs purely to attain their gaming prowess, 
or measuring how well a series of cards perform with Shader Model 3.0 
irrespective of the impact of the CPU. Conceivably, Futuremark is setting 
itself up to be the first benchmark to measure the performance of PPUs 
— when AEGIA’s physics processor hits mainstream, we’re sure the CPU 
tests will take on an entirely different light. In fact, considering the CPU 
tests were built using AEGIA’s Physx libraries, we’re sure of it! 

The graphics tests are now broken down into two Shader Model 2.0 
(Return to Proxycon and Firefly) tests and two Shader Model 3.0/HDR 


atemic 


tests (Canyon and Deep Freeze). 

To reflect this change, and in addition to presenting the overall 
3DMark06 score, results are also now listed for the individual sub- 
systems tests with results for Shader Model 2.0, Shader Model 3.0/HDR 
results, and CPU scores. The overall 3DMark scores give a comparable 
benchmark for the performance of a system between machines, while the 
sub-system results allow you to compare just where the differences lie 
and what impact a card or CPU has on the overall score. 


CPU tests 


The most important change to the benchmark retinue is the inclusion of 
CPU scores as part of the result. Naturally, CPU speed and efficiency has 
- always had an impact on our games, and with the advent of dual-core 
CPUs, dual-core supporting drivers, and even as we've recently seen 
games (such as Quake 4 and Call of Duty 2) releasing patches to take 
advantage of dual-core CPUs, it’s with good reason it’s important to 
consider the CPU in overall efficiency of the benchmark. 

The CPU tests run a demo of Red Canyon in software mode. Red 
Canyon is actually a small playable shoot-em-up game bundled with 
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the benchmark unlocked with registered versions, and as a CPU test it’s 
enough to bring an FX-60 to its knees. It’s written to make heavy use of 
game Al, pathfinding Al, and in-game physics calculations to represent the 
type of loads CPUs are burdened with in games today. 

Additionally, the demo runs with three core threads — a main game logic 
thread, physics simulation thread, and multiple pathfinding Al threads. The 
result is that dual-core and dual-processor systems will see a measurable 
benefit in the benchmark, providing a synthetic result for the impact of 
multi-core CPUs in gaming. 

In order to provide a comparative benchmark, the demos are run at 
a fixed frame rate of 2 FPS and resolution fixed at 640x480. Our FX-60 
testbench, 2.4GHz dual-core goodness, could barely hit 1 FPS. It’s not 
surprising that the tests were built using AEGIA’s PhysX libraries, which 
provide some seriously hardcore physics simulations. 

Enough shop talk, it’s the eye candy that makes us sit in front of this 
benchmark time and time again. Take a look at the shots on these pages, 
and the comparative screenshots on page 67. 
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Conclusion 

Futuremark seems to make a habit of showing the world just what is 
possible with current and coming technologies. We can’t wait to see 
games this year and if they'll start to take advantage of Shader Model 3.0 
and HDR the way Futuremark has, especially now SM 3.0 hardware is 
more mainstream. 

The SM 3.0 tests in 3DMark06 don’t just show how stunning rendered 
scenes can become however, but also the load they have on the system. 
Deep Freeze, by way of example, is a beautiful demo — that just manages 
30fps on a 7800GTX 512. 

As 3DMark05 is ubiquitous, we will continue using it at Atomic for the 
time being and in addition include 3DMark06 results in our tests as well. 
This will give you a benchmark for comparison with your current system, 
as well allow you to see how well coming technologies (like the latest 
cutting-edge GPU) fare in 3DMark06. ‘ 
And here’s hoping it only takes a year before we see 3DMark06 scores 


LEFT: The new CPU benchmark is so intensive it brings a dual-core FX-60 to its knees. Note the exceptional framerate. RIGHT: Another new benchmark, 
focusing purely on HDR and Shader Model 3.0, is both stunningly beautiful and runs at good speed on a 7800GTX card. 


into the 15000s, because it could only mean that the stunning worlds we 
get to see a glimpse of in demos like the new Canyon and Deep Freeze 
will be a reality for our games on the PC. 

What we're not hoping for are the shenanigans of the last few years, 
when ATI and NVIDIA tooled around with their drivers to artificially inflate 
their 3DMark scores. Although it’s unlikely considering the trouble it 
caused last time, don’t be surprised if the next driver release from your 
favourite 3D chip vendor makes your score sky-rocket. 

To download the Basic (Free) edition, head over i) www. wie ture 
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3DMARKOS VS 3DMARKOG 


FEATURE 3SDMARKOS SDMARKOG 

SHADER MODELS 2.0 2.0 and 3.0 

HDR RENDERING No Yes 

DYNAMIC SHADOWS 2 LISPSM shadow maps 5 uniform shadow maps = 
SMOOTH SHADOWS Yes (4 sample) Yes (16 sample & 4 sample) 3 
GRAPHICS TESTS 3 (All SM 2.0) 4 (two SM 2.0 + two HDR/SM 3.0) Q 
CPU TESTS 2 (Software vertex shaders) 2 (Complex Al and physics) x 
SM 3.0 FEATURE TESTS No Yes 5 
NUMBER OF TESTS 16 19 

LEVEL OF DETAIL High Very High 

TEXTURE SIZE High Very High 

MATERIALS Simple Complex 

SHADER COMPLEXITY High (Max 96 instructions) Very High (Max 512 instructions) 

NUMBER OF LIGHTS High Very High 

SUB SCORES 1 (CPU score) 3 (SM 2.0, HDR/SM 3.0 and CPU score) 

VRAM USAGE ~128MB ~256MB 

TARGET GPU 2nd-generation SM 2.0 or better 2nd-generation SM 3.0 or better 


TARGET CPU Single-core Dual/Multi-core & single-core 


SOURCE: FUTUREMARK 
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Windows 
Craig Simms shows you how to be a master of 
the video with his guide to VirtualDub. 


p ee $19.95 succes nm 
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Linux 
Leigh Dyer shows you how to run Windows 
games under Linux. Take that Bill! 
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My Videos My Music 


My Pictures 


Hardware 
Turn your old Xbox into a spanky home theatre 
PC with Christopher Taylor. 
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Give it the boot 

So you have a problem drive le] 
— any machine will happily (if 
see it and use it as a data drive, but 
whenever you try to install an operating 
system on it the thing completely borks 
out. The bad news is, you probably 
have a stuffed Master Boot Record. 

The good news is, it can be fixed. In ye 
olde Windows 98 days an ‘FDISK /mbr’ 
command would do the magic, however 
in the days where the NT kernel reigns 
this probably isn’t wise. Instead, you'll 
want to open the Windows Recovery 
Console, accessible when booting from 
your Windows 2k/XP install disc. Once 
loaded, type ‘FIXBOOT’ then ‘FIXMBR’, 
saying yes to any prompts that may 
come up. This will write a new boot 
sector and master boot record, and 
hopefully will make your drive accessible 
to OS installs once more. 


Sync or swim 

Easily one of the most valuable 
tools in a Linux hacker's utility belt. ~~ 
is , a intelligent file transfer tool that’s 


WG 


clever enough to transfer only modified files. 


In fact, for large files, it's smart enough to 

transfer only the changed portions, thanks 

to some dark voodoo magic. You can run 

‘rsync’ servers, but the easiest way to use 

it is via SSH, replacing the scp command. 

To recursively transfer a directory to another 

Mens a something like r: 
y - foo@!t :. Because 

it works so abiekty when few files have 

changed, it's very handy for remote 

backups via a LAN or even the Internet 

— which is why the Gentoo distribution 

uses it for distributing its package tree. For 

large archive file transfers, check gzip’s ‘-- 

rsyncable’ flag — it writes archives that work 

well with rsync’s intra-file change detection, 

with only a one percent increase in size. 


Jumpstart . 
Every now and then, like 

when you're building a new 

system, it can be handy to jumpstart 
your power supplies to make sure 

they're working properly, or simply to 
power on some fans and other devices. 
It's especially handy if you suspect a 
dead PSU, but don’t want to go through 
the rigmarole of hooking it up to a 
motherboard and case just so you can 
turn it on. So how do you get the buggers 
to power-up stand alone? All you need 

is a short wire — for which anything 
conductive like a paperclip will do - and 
bend it so it can be positioned between 
the green wire (there is only one) and any 
one of the black ground wires. If you have 
a mobo manual handy, you can look up 
the proper pin designations — PS_ON (the 
green wire) is pin 16, while ground wires 
include pins 3,5,7,15 and 17-19. 
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| dub thee... 


Craig Simms slices, dices and adds ef- 
fect filters to videos. 


A Atomic, we've seen our fair share of software with ‘Virtual’ in the 
title. Virtual Network Computing. Virtual Private Networking. Virtual 
Valerie 1 and 2. Now VirtualDub. 

VirtualDub is a free video processor — not an editor as such in that its 
functions are limited, but definitely powerful enough to handle day-to- 
day video tasks such as cutting, encoding and post-processing effects. 

The world of video is deep, and is similar to that of the audiophile 
— almost impenetrable to the outsider, due to jargon that would make 
even someone who'd memorised the entire D&D 3.5 Edition manual 
shake in their boots. It's most likely you'll never need to go that far, but 
i's always handy to know the basics. To that end, the Atomic VirtualDub 
whirlwind introduction! 


Well, not quite 

Although it hasn't seen an update in quite a long time, we'll be using 
a variant, VirtualDubMod for our work. VirtualDubMod allows us to 
use MP3/OGG/AC3 audio, attach multiple audio streams, save to the 
container formats OGM (Ogg Media) and MKV (Matroska) and more 
— the original is considerably more restrictive, limiting you to single 
stream WAV audio and AVI output. 

For those who were confused about the last part there, a container 
file is just that - a big box or wrapper that contains several streams. 

For example, an OGM can contain a video stream in XviD format, 
several different audio streams in MP3, and even subtitles all 
conveniently bundled in the one file. Even AVI files are containers 
— which is why the extension is used for many codecs, from XviD, 
to Divx, to the ancient Cinepak. 

Let's get things hopping. Before we start, make sure you have any 
codecs (or if you must, codec packs) that you need installed. After that, 
virtualdubmod.sourceforge.net is the place you want to be, download 
the 1.5.10.2 all-inclusive package. Once it’s finished, extract and run 
VirtualDubMod.exe. 


Talking Shop 

Here is the window that many GordianKnot (www.doom9.org) users 
will have seen but perhaps never used. In the middle is the preview 
window. At the bottom are the buttons: stop; input playback (plays the 
original movie); output playback (plays both the original movie and 
the processed movie); rewind to beginning; go to previous frame; go 
to next frame; fast-forward to end; go to previous keyframe; go to next 
keyframe; go to previous scene (detected through colour palette); go 
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to next scene; start marker; finish marker. Above all these buttons is the 
slider (with a sad lack of Jerry O'Connell), which allows you to arbitrarily 
advance or regress through the movie. 

Let's look at some terminology. A frame is each individual image 
contained within a movie, sort of like a slideshow. A keyframe is special 
type of frame — it is a frame in which every pixel is drawn from scratch. 
In compressed video, non-keyframes (known as interframes) are created 
by modifying only the pixels that need to change from the keyframe 
image, resulting in a much lower filesize than if, like uncompressed 
video, every single frame was key. Some codecs will let you set the 
keyframe interval, if you end up tweaking your video that far. 

If you set a start and finish marker (make sure you actually set the 
finish marker on a frame after the start marker!), you are only processing 
a fixed part of your opened file, or input video — so when you save your 
final video, only that part will be exported. Useful for isolating scenes, or 
fixing up some badly timed advertisements — mind you with compressed 
video this is only accurate to the nearest keyframe, so you may need to 
export to uncompressed AVI to get the precision you require. 

Open a video by going to File -> Open. You'll notice two windows 
appear within the main frame - the one on the left is your input video, 
the one on the right is a preview of your output. Right clicking on each 
of the frames will give you zoom and ratio options, so you can adjust the 
previews to your liking. 


@ VirtualDubMod 1.5.10.2 - [0il_PC_640%480_XviD_VBRMP3.avi] 
File Edit Video Streams Options Tools Help 


ss 
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A Although simple in interface, VirtualDub is immensely 
powerful. 


Click on the Streams menu, then Stream list. This will display 
the audio streams within the file. You can either demux (short for 
demultiplex, meaning separate) the audio in its native format, dump 
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it to WAV, or disable it entirely if you wish to import a new source, which 
you can do by simply hitting the Add button. While AVI can typically 
only take one audio stream, OGM and MKV can take multiple streams, 
making director's commentary and various languages accessible from 
the one file, so long as you have a player that can access them (such 
as Media Player Classic - www.sf.net/projects/guliverkli) and the 
appropriate codecs/filters. 

You can also add subtitle streams here if you wish to embed them. 
There are two types of subtitles - hard and soft. Softsubs are typically 
just a text file with time indexes, and are loaded by your media player 
and superimposed over the video. They can also be embedded within 
some media containers. Hardsubs are those that are actually encoded 
into the video, physically affecting the image, and by nature only 
allowing one set that can never be turned off. If you wish to create your 
own subtitles, we can recommend Subtitle Workshop (www.urusoft. 
net) and Subadjust (www.divx-digest.com/software/subadjust. 
html), both free. The former allows you to add subs to the movie while 
previewing it, and the latter allows you to mass adjust the time index of 
a subs file in case you get it slightly out of kilter and text appears out of 
sync with sound. Just make sure to save to Subrip format when you're 
done (SRT) so VirtualDubMod can understand it. For grabbing subtitles 
from a DVD, VobSub is probably the best choice (doom9.org). 
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Fi available streams 
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= Source : Input AVI file 
| Desc. : AVI audio stream 1 [tag 0x0055, MPEG-1 Layer 3 (MP3)] 
' Length : 00:02:16.400 


Save WAY 


FE RAED 


Disable 


A Access and prioritise your audio and subtitle streams 
through the Stream list. 


Hit the Video menu, click on Filters, then the Add button. Looks 
awfully like the Stream list, doesn't it? This is actually where most of 
the action happens - the filters section is basically post-processing 
effects, and can be used to de-interlace, clean up, resize, re-colour or 
otherwise alter your video. As a small tip, if you want to crop your video, 
add a null transform then click the Cropping button. You can then 
either crop your video dynamically by pulling the vertical and horizontal 
borders across from either side, or enter pixel values on the left for 
amore accurate adjustment. 

Filters are processed sequentially from top to bottom, so if you're 
cropping or resizing to a smaller video, do this first so any effects 
added afterwards will be applied to a smaller image, thus resulting in a 
quicker processing time. You can change the order by using the Move 
Up and Move Down buttons. 

Filters can also be added to VirtualDub, much like a plugin system 
— meaning there’s a lot of stuff out there on the web that can extend the 
program beyond its original functionality. Check out www.neuron2.net 
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for a decent collection, although you'll easily find more through Google. 
You can add new filters by clicking on the Load button. Feel free to play 
around with the different filters - once you're done, hit OK and move the 
slider around — you'll notice the output preview reflects the filters you've 
added, so you can see what's going on. 


If you stumble on a particular lineup of filters set a particular way that $ 
you're fond of, you can save them by going to File -> Save processing 5 
settings, then later loading the settings on another video file. 5 

OK | “ 
Coe] | 
XY offset [294] X2olfset 7 [8] 
' _ 
Y2otteet ‘52 S| es 
N fetes Frame 18879 (0:13:07.412} 
OK Cancel 


A Cropping tools in VirtualDubMod are intuitive. Even Katee 
Sackhoff thinks so. 


Save Me 

Go to File -> Save As. Note the Video subsection at the bottom — this is 
where we choose our method and compression codec. At the moment 
it's probably set to Full Processing — this is needed if you've applied 
filters. For a straight change of codec, Normal Recompress is fine - and 
if you don't plan to change the codec, or have just changed the audio 
streams or set start and end points, you can do a direct stream copy, 
easily the fastest process of the lot. 

Click on change. Here you can choose your codec, whether it be 
Xvid, DivX or otherwise. The actual methods and reasoning behind 
bitrate and encoding are far too in-depth to go into in this particular 
article (and are best suited for the insanely knowledgeable people of the 
doom9.org forums), however as quality is a highly subjective thing (as 
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Select video compression’ eaouannnen 
e:4| XviD Configuration 


f Profile | Level | Aspect Ratio | 

Profile @ Level. (unrestricted) | more... 

Pole Levet EE =| 
Encoding type: [Single pass ¥ more...| 
Target quantizer, _| [4.55 cale.. Quantization type: H.263 = 

1 (maximum quality) (smallest fle) 31 T™ | Adontive Quantization 
| T™ Intelaced Encoding [7 Top field first 
Zones: 
| : T Quarter Pixel 
| Frame # — Weight/Quant Modifiers 
| jo 1.00 . 
| 
| 
| __Add_| Remove Zone Options... 
| More Sore CIPIEN TEU ARS a 
peaaene General purpose ea more... 

Load Defaults Other Options... ox | Cancel _| 


A Codec configuration can get pretty freaking hardcore. 
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¥irtualDubMod Status - [Oil Pi 


Main | Streams | Video Perf | Log | 


Current video frame: | 65/358 
Current audio sample: | 816007229120 


Video data: | 57.1MB (22501KB/s} 
Audio data: | 80KB 


Projectedfile size. [ = 314.87MB 
Videorendetingrate: [  =—S———=<C*«*=O Eps 
Time elapsed: eee Se 
Totaltime (estimated: [ =i (iti(‘é;SCéC OF 


Eee 


Progress: 


Processing thread priority: [Normal ¥ | 


IV Show input video 
JV Show output video 


Abort | 


A You'll be seeing this window a lot while encoding. Dual core 
will make this a bit more bearable if you need to get on with 
other work. 


proven by people who can somehow stand 128Kb/s MP3s) it’s probably 
best to play around yourself with different levels — find a fast motion 
scene that is followed by something slow, encode, and see how it holds 
up. Just so you know, these settings are also available through the 
Video -> Compression menu. 

There are usually bitrate calculators available as well for different 
codecs, so you can figure out what bitrate you require to fit your video 
within a certain capacity - say for CD or DVD. For a quick and dirty 
guideline, current preference online seems to lean towards the XviD 
codec at somewhere between 800 and 1400kbps, depending on 
the content, and how good the encoders are with their methods and 
filters. Over time this will no doubt lean towards H.264 and competing 
standards as hi-def slowly becomes the standard. 

Of course you don't have to export to video — you can also export 
individual frames to an image sequence if you feel the hankering for 
frame by frame touching up in Photoshop or GIMP — simply go to File -> 
Save image sequence and pick your prefix, number of digits (make sure 
it can take the number of frames in your video — seven is pretty safe), 
directory and file type. 

So there's a quick run around the program that is VirtualDubMod. 
There's much more to it of course, including a scripting language and 
the ability to plug in to AviSynth files... but that’s a whole other topic in 
itself. Until then, bury yourself in the wonderful world of video. Before 
long you'll be spouting incomprehensible words like ‘luminance’, 
‘chrominance’ and ‘black levels’. Happy encoding! 


Other software 


Of course to use it to its maximum potential, VirtualDub needs 
a whole host of support tools to go with it, from post processing 
to audio conversion. 


Audacity 
www-.sf.net/projects/audacity 
Free audio editor 


Reaper 
www.cockos.com/reaper 
Free multitrack audio editor until version 1.0 


BeSweet 
dspguru.doom9.net 
Audio transcoder 


BeLight 
corecodec.org/projects/belight 
GUI for the above 


LAME 

mitiok.cjb.net 

LAME Ain't an MP3 Encoder. Except now it is. Oh, those nutty 
GNU folk 


Multithreaded LAME 
softlab.technion.ac.il/project/LAME/html/lame.html 

Those with multiple CPUs or even cores will most likely benefit 
from this variation of the famous command line tool 
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Avisynth 

www.avisynth.org 

A script based tool for powerful video post production, that hooks in 
perfectly with VirtualDub 


OggMux 
oggmux.sourceforge.net 
If VirtualDubMod isn’t giving you the flexibility you need with OGM 


VirtualDub 
www.virtualdub.org 
The original, still being updated unlike VirtualDubMod 


Subtitle Workshop 
www.urusoft.net 
Create your own subtitles 


Subadjust 
www.divx-digest.com/software/subadjust.html 
Mass modify the time indexes in a subtitles file 


RAD Video Tools 

www.radgametools.com 

This will get QuickTime and Realplayer files converted to AVI 
with ease 


Gordian Knot 


www.doom9g.org 
Encoding from DVD made easy 
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es month we looked at playing commercial and open-source 
games with native Linux ports. While there are quite a few 
commercial games with native Linux ports, it’s but a fraction of the 
number released for Windows each year. This month we'll be looking at 
how we can play some of these under Linux. 


BED sn 2,07 0 


Like nuts and gum, Half-Life 2 and Linux are together at last. 


The Joy of Cedega 

Transgaming’s Cedega achieves the seemingly impossible — it lets you 
run a number of Windows-only games under Linux. The compatibility 
is far from perfect, but a number of key games, including Half-Life 2, 
work very well indeed. It's a commercial product that operates on a 
subscription model with a cost of US$5 per month. 

Cedega roots lie in the Wine project. Wine is essentially a clone 
of the various libraries that make up the Win32 API, the core system 
components that Windows applications run on top of. The difference 
between Wine and the original Win32 libraries is that Wine is open- 
source, and runs under Linux and other operating systems. Combined 
with a loader and dynamic linker for Windows binaries, Wine can run 
many Windows applications under Linux. 

Unlike emulation or virtualisation products like VMware or QEMU, 
where you run an actual copy of Windows, Wine often has compatibility 
issues, but the situation is always improving. The main advantage, 
beyond simply saving the cost of a Windows licence, comes from 
Wine’s performance, which is generally quite impressive — because 
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Hot, steamy Cedega action. 


there’s no emulation involved, applications often run as fast as they 
do on Windows. 

Cedega builds on the Wine codebase to add, among other things, 

a major component missing from Wine that’s vital for gaming — a DirectX 
implementation. Cedega implements most of the DirectX 9 APIs, 

from DirectSound and DirectPlay through to Direct3D, which is 
re-implemented using OpenGL calls. 

As with regular Wine, Cedega’s performance is quite impressive. 
Wrapping Direct3D over OpenGL certainly introduces some overhead, 
but Transgaming has put a lot of work into optimisation, ensuring that 
most supported games run fairly close to their Windows native speeds. 
There are some limitations though, particularly in support for the higher- 
level DirectX shaders. 

Getting started with Cedega is easy as pie. Simply head to 
www.transgaming.com, click on the ‘Subscribe Here’ link, throw in 
your credit card details and you'll soon be able to download Cedega 
packages in tarball, RPM or deb formats. The core download gets you 
Point2Play, the Cedega GUI-based application installer and launcher, 
and a setup wizard that runs automatically the first time you start 
Cedega. This automatically downloads Microsoft fonts, a Mozilla-based 
HTML component (particularly handy for running Steam), and the latest 
version of the Cedega engine itself. 

Once you've completed the setup wizard, the Cedega Point2Play 
interface appears. Wine and Cedega have traditionally been used from 
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A Launch your Windows games through the Point2Play 
interface. 


he command-line, and you can still use Cedega that way if you wish, 
but the GUI is a much easier option for most users, letting you run game 
installers from disk or CD/DVD and presenting the installed application 


icons for each launching. 

One nice feature of Point2Play is the way it automates creating a 
virtual Windows install. Cedega needs a basic directory structure similar 
to the C: drive of a normal Windows machine to install applications to, 
along with a virtual registry. You can install all of your games in to the 
one set of directories, or you can create multiple virtual installs with 
different names, installing each game in to its own system. Sometimes 
this is not just handy, but required, since some games require specific 
configuration tweaks in order to run. Point2Play helps with this by letting 
you create multiple configuration profiles, which can then be assigned 
to different virtual installs. 


Compatibility 

How much use you get out of Cedega depends entirely on the games 
you play, since it doesn’t provide anything like 100 percent compatibility. 
Some games, like Half-Life 2, work almost flawlessly, while many others 
don’t run at all. Some games generally work well, but require specific 
tweaks to get running, or exhibit minor graphical glitches. 
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A Compatibility options out the wazoo. 


Transgaming maintains a collaborative game compatibility database 
(transgaming.org/gamesdb) where users rate the compatibility of 
various titles. Transgaming also maintains a list of officially supported 
games that should run well, though some supported titles, such as Far 
Cry and Battlefield 2, only run on NVIDIA hardware. Subscribers can 
vote in the games database for the games they'd think Transgaming 
should improve support for. 

If you're thinking of subscribing to Cedega, it definitely pays to 
check the games database to see if the games you want to play are 
supported. The forums (also on transgaming.org) hold a wealth of info 
on common problems or tweaks required for specific titles. 

There’s one specific tweak that applies to a lot of games - if you run 
dynamic CPU frequency scaling (on a laptop, or an Athlon 64), you 
might notice games sometimes run much faster than they should. Turn 
off your CPU frequency scaling before you start Cedega and all will be 
well. If you’re running a daemon like powernowd, you can do this with 
this command: 
sudo /etc/init.d/powernowd stop 


Wine vs Cedega: Showdown 


Cedega’s use of the Wine codebase has caused a lot of controversy over the years. Without doubt Cedega could not have existed without 
the years of work that went in to Wine before Transgaming came along, and many people believe that Transgaming should give more back 


to the community. 


Originally, Wine used a BSD-style licence that allowed third-party developers free use of the code. Transgaming took Wine, added their 
DirectX components and released the first versions of Winex, as Cedega was then called. They did release most of their code, but under a 


licence that prevented integrating it with Wine. 


The Cedega source licence does allow redistribution though, and some distributions produced packages from the open code. However, 
Transgaming has actively discouraged such efforts, threatening to close the source entirely. 

In response to Transgaming’s general lack of community spirit, Wine re-licensed its code under the LGPL, which allows proprietary use but 
requires that improvements are also released under the LGPL. This prevents Transgaming from integrating Wine enhancements, forcing them to 


work on core Windows APIs as well as DirectX. 


Meanwhile, Wine development continues at a rapid pace, having just released its first beta version after 12 years of alpha releases. It runs 
many applications without problems, including a number of OpenGL-based games, and even some Direct3D titles thanks to limited DirectX 9 
support (developed independently of Transgaming). It's also used in a number of open-source projects, including ReactOS, a free Windows- 


compatible OS. 


Interestingly, some people object to the fundamental goal shared by Wine and Cedega: to run Windows applications under Linux. As Cedega 
and Wine improve their compatibility over time, many Linux advocates argue that software publishers who might have considered native Linux 
ports would instead rely on Wine, leaving end users to deal with the resulting overheads and lack of desktop integration. 

Many of these advocates take the matter a bit too seriously, but it’s hard not to see their point. As a community, we need to remember 
that compatibility layers like Wine can be double-edged swords, and that we should continue to ask for native ports of Windows games and 


applications that we'd like to run on Linux. 
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WINE and Cedega can even run some less exciting 
applications. 


Roll-your-own Cedega 

Of course, if you're too tight to shell out US$5 a month for a Cedega 
subscription, you can try to build it yourself from the open Cedega 
code. This open code covers just the Cedega ‘engine’, with no GUI 

and no support for copy-protected discs and other nice features. It’s 
also a bit of a bitch to build, and you shouldn't be at all surprised if it 
doesn't build, and even if it does, you shouldn't be surprised if it doesn’t 
actually work. 

WineCVS (winecvs.linux-gamers.net) takes some of the pain out of 
the process. It’s a script that can fetch Cedega or other variants of Wine 
from CVS, and automatically handle the setup, build and installation. 
Download the WineCVS.sh script and follow these steps: 


nstall the prerequisite packages, including development packages 
or SDL, Freetype, X, libjpeg, and libpng. Make sure you've got CVS 
and wget installed as well, and preferably the Microsoft core web 
onts packages too. On a Debian or Ubuntu system, there are in the 


msttcorefonts’ package. 


f you're running a recent distro that’s made the switch to GCC 4.0, 
you'll need to tell your upcoming Cedega build to use GCC 3.4 instead: 


Make sure you've actually got GCC 3.4 installed first. 


Run the WineCVS.sh script (use ‘chmod +x’ on it to make it 
executable first). It will download a bundle of default settings, and 
then start its simple menu-driven text interface. Start by hitting the 
‘g' key to download WineCVS profiles. Choose the profile you'd like 
from the list (0 is probably easiest — it grabs the latest Cedega CVS 
and builds it entirely under your user account, without need for root 
access) and hit Enter. 


Back at the main menu, hit ‘r’ to start running the build. Select your 
profile from the list again, hit ‘m’ or ‘I’ to view the Cedega licence 
(or ‘1’ to skip it). Next, hit ‘1’ to begin the actual build process. You 
can now sit back and watch the build go by, starting with the CVS 
checkout and ending with a ‘make install’. 
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Assuming the build is successful, you should have a ‘cvscedega’ 
script in your ~/bin/ folder. If this isn’t in your path, add this to your 
.bash_profile file: 


Run the ‘cvscedega’ command with no options. On this first run, 

it will create a ‘~/.cvscedega’ folder for your settings, with a fake 
Windows drive in the ‘c_drive’ folder under this. If necessary, you 
can edit the ~/.cvscedega/config file to match your system. On 

a Debian or Ubuntu system, one change worth making is to the 
FontDirs section — make sure you're using ‘/usr/X11R6/lib/X1 1/fonts/ 
TTF/’. 


Your CVS Cedega install should now be complete. Use the 
cvscedega command to install and run your Windows games and 
applications: 


You'll notice a lot missing compared to commercial Cedega, starting 
with the nice GUI, but it includes more low-level things such as support 
for copy-protected discs. You'll also need to manually install tools like 
DCOM and the Windows installer, and you may not be able to run Steam 
and other applications that rely on a HTML widget. Lots of titles will still 
run well though, especially older games like Counter-Strike, so get in 
there and experiment! 


«| 


The shaders on the water aren’t emulated properly, but it still 
looks pretty. 
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lal ome theatre is a beautiful thing, the kind of beautiful that keeps tissue 
companies in business. Unfortunately, it can get rather expensive — but 
never fear, there is an option that is both cheap and suitably DIY enough 
to grace these pages, and it comes in the form of the humble Xbox. The 
console that can rip audio tracks and, with the addition of a remote from 
Microsoft, play DVDs. Considering that set-top DVD players can now be 
picked up for as little as $70, these features are nothing to write home about 
(especially considering the Xbox's finicky DVD drive). 
It's once the Xbox has been modified and Xbox 
Media Center (XBMC) has been 
installed that a whole world of 
possibilities become available. 
With an active online community 
and dedicated team of coders, 
XBMC is the ultimate media 
player. Developed by a small group 


in their spare time, it supports a stack of 
file types and codecs (thanks to being based on 
a Linux media player known as Mplayer) and, most 
importantly, it allows for the streaming of files from 
network computers. Best of all, it's free and relatively 
easy to install. Alas, XBMC has a catch - it requires 
a modified Xbox. Modding an Xbox can be relatively 
easy, but not necessarily a good thing as it naturally 
voids your warranty, and is certainly beyond the 
scope of this article. Once the XBMC bug hooks 
you though, you may feel the urge for a bigger hard 
drive rather quickly. 

Please note that this guide assumes you are running EvolutionX, as it is 
the most popular custom dashboard available. To get your hands on it, point 
your browser in the direction of www.evolutionx.info. The site also provides 
detailed instructions on how to install it. 


Networking your box 


Assuming you haven't already done so, you'll need to connect 

your Xbox to your network if you want to be able to install software 
or take advantage of features such as streaming. An Ethernet port can be 
found around the back of the unit, right next to the audio-visual output. 
Turn on your Xbox and wait for EvolutionX to boot. For this project, you'll 
need to be aware of your Xbox's network settings, so head to System Utils 
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-> Settings. Note that any of the options you see here can be changed 

by selecting them with the D-pad and pressing the ‘A’ button. Scroll to the 
‘Network’ section of the settings panel and jot down the IP address. While 
you're here, be sure to check out the default gateway setting — the address 
should correspond to that of your router or, if your Xbox is connected directly 
to your computer via crossover cable, your own IP. 


It’s time to FTP 


Don't close the settings panel just yet, as there’s one more thing 

to do. Scroll down to the ‘FTP’ section and make sure that access 
is enabled, as you'll need it to install XBMC. Once you're done, save your 
changes and restart your Xbox. 


Head over to your computer and open up your FTP client. If you 

don’t already have one, take a look at filezilla.sourceforge.net. 
Attempt to connect to the IP address you took from the settings panel of 
EvolutionX. When prompted for a username and password, enter ‘xbox’ for 
both. It is possible to change the password under the ‘FTP’ settings, but it's 
best to leave it alone for the sake of simplicity. 


Once you're connected, you'll see that the Xbox hard drive is 
in fact divided into several partitions. C is your system drive, D 
your DVD, E is used for save games and system files, and X, Y and Z 


r — Sa —)) 
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The ‘xbmc’ directory in all its glory. 


for games/application cache. If you have a larger hard drive installed, F: in a safe place for back-up purposes in case the configuration process 
(lower than 137GB) and G: (above 137GB) partitions may also be available goes pear-shaped. 

(depending on how you've set up Evox) for general storage — however for 

the sake of this tutorial we will assume you are using the standard Xbox Open up your FTP client again and connect to your Xbox. Browse 
drive, and so we'll use E:. Browse to it and create a new directory called to ‘E:\apps\ and transfer over both the ‘xbmc’ and ‘mplayer’ 
‘apps’ — don’t call it anything else or EvolutionX won't be able to recognise directories. Restart your Xbox as soon as the transfer is complete. 

it. When you’re done, restart your Xbox. 
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The Xbox hard drive is divided into a number of partitions. 


Once EvolutionX has booted, head to Applications -> Xbox Media 
Setting it all up Center. If XBMC doesn’t appear in the ‘Applications’ menu, your 
version has either been incorrectly compiled or hasn’t been compiled at 


Point your browser in the direction of www.xboxmediacenter. all. In this case, you'll have to download another version of the software or 
com and download the latest version of XBMC. Due to legal recompile it. 
reasons, compiled versions of the software can’t be distributed 
through official channels - it's up to you to either find such a version Congratulations, you have just successfully installed XBMC. 
elsewhere or compile it yourself. If you opt for the latter, a tutorial is Before you can test it out, there are some setup issues to get 
available here: www.xboxmediaplayer.de/cgi--bin/forums/ikonboard. out of the way. Open up the ‘Settings’ panel — there you'll find a plethora 
pl?act=ST;f=8;t=5934. of options that can be configured to suit your personal tastes and the 


specifications of your television. Note that XBMC will only support 16:9 
Once you've acquired and compiled the software, take a look if your television has been set to widescreen in the settings panel of the 
inside the ‘xbmc’ directory. Make sure that the file ‘DEFAULT.XBE’ Microsoft dashboard. Once you’re done, save your settings and restart 
is present, as without it XBMC won't run. If it’s not there, either recompile your Xbox. 


or find another version. In the ‘xbmc’ directory you'll also find a document 
called ‘XBOXMEDIACENTER.XML' - make two copies of itandputone Playing a song off the hard drive 


While the Xbox has a fairly small hard drive, it’s still large enough 

to hold a couple of movies or a decent-sized music collection. To 
try this out, load up your FTP client and connect to your Xbox. Create a 
new directory on the E: partition called ‘music’ and transfer an MP3 file of 


your choice into it. Once the transfer is complete, restart your Xbox. 
My Programs 


MyiBlce Once EvolutionX has booted, head to Applications -> Xbox Media 


My Pictures | Center -> My Music. You will notice that XBMC uses a standard 
My Music : Explorer-style interface, complete with various settings that determine 
My Videos how files are listed and sorted. Browse to the ‘E:\music’ directory and 
Weather play the song you transferred over by selecting it and pressing ‘A’ on the 
Settings control pad. 


Dancing the SAMBA dance 


XBMC handles a number of streaming protocols, but the best by 
One of the skins for the XBMC interface. Purdy. far is SAMBA (SMB). SMB is fast and doesn’t require any third 
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hardware 


[Bex © BB 


9. User Accoun! 


A. Enable the guest account on the User Accounts screen. 


party applications. While this guide has been written for Windows, SMB 
will work just fine under other operating systems such as Linux, as that’s 
obviously where it was developed in the first place. 


new user account with limited access specifically for use with XBMC, but 


Head to Start -> Control Panel -> User Accounts and enable the 
guest account by clicking on the icon. It is possible to create a 


it is overkill and can be problematic when it comes to configuration. 

For the sake of simplicity, we’re going to use the ‘My Music’ directory as 
an example. Click Start -> My Documents. Right click on ‘My Music’ and 
open up the Properties panel. This process can be applied to whatever 
directory you happen to store your music in. 
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My Music Properties 


General | Sharing | 


Local sharing and security 
8 To share this folder with other users of this computer 


only, drag it to the Shared Documents folder. 


To make this folder and its subfolders private so that 
only you have access, select the following check box. 


Network sharing and security 


“) To share this folder with both network users and other 
} users of this computer, select the first check box below 
and type a share name. 


Share this folder on the network 


Share name: My Music 


3 eamn more about sharing and security. 


QW) Windows Firewall is configured to allow this folder to be shared 
with other computers on the network. 


View vour Windows Firewall settings 


A Setting the My Music directory to be shared over the network. 
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Set the directory to be shared over the network and enter ‘My 

Music’ as a share name. Unless you want to be able to move or 

delete files from the XBMC Explorer interface, it is a good idea 
to disallow network users from modifying your files. 
Earlier, you made two copies of the XBOXMEDIACENTER.XML 
document. Open one of them in a text editor of your choice. As this 
document contains a large number of tags which can easily be deleted 
by accident, it is a good idea to use a program that has a highlighting 
feature for mark-up languages. 


S| If you've dealt with HTML before, the XBOXMEDIACENTER. 
XML document shouldn't be that hard to follow. It's divided up 


into a number of sections, each of which deals with specific settings 


to do with streaming. The first section you’re after the network section, 
which is surrounded by <samba> tags. If applicable, enter the name of 
your workgroup in the field provided. Enter the IP of your router in the 
‘nameserver’ field — usually this will be 192.168.1.1. Seeing that you are 
using a guest account, you won't need to fill in the ‘defaultusername’ 
and ‘defaultpassword’ fields. Depending on how your network is set up, 
you may need to alter other settings. A full list of the tags and options 
which can be configured is available here: manual.xboxmediacenter. 
de/wakka.php ?wakka=NetworkSettingsxml&v=axb. 


network such as a shared drive or directory. To gain access to the ‘My 


XBMC handles streaming through a system of bookmarks — that 
is, a series of pointers which reference specific locations on a 


Music’ shared directory, scroll down to the ‘My Music Shares’ section of 
the document and create a new bookmark using the following syntax: 


<bookmark> 
<name>My music collection</name> 
<path>smb://192.168.1.102@192.168.1.102/My Music/</path> 
</bookmark> 


['HRbosaeaiaCenter sant Notepad TE] epg) 
[Ee Eat Famat Yew Hep 


i 


{a 


<bookmark> 

<name>mMy music _collection</name> 

<path>smb: //192.168.1.1026192.168.1.102/my music</path> 
</bookmark> 


| 
[b.4} | 


& The ‘My music collection’ bookmark as it appears in the ever- 
reliable Notepad. 


The ‘name’ field determines how the bookmark will appear in 


the XBMC Explorer interface, while the ‘path’ field points to 
the ‘My Music’ shared directory. Be sure to change the IP address it 
corresponds to that of the computer you wish to access files from. Once 
you're done, read through the areas of the document you modified to 
make sure that you closed all tags and didn’t make any spelling errors. 
Save the document and exit the text editor. 


E Once again, load up your FTP client and connect your 
Xbox. Click on E:\apps:\xbme and overwrite the existing 


XBOXMEDIACENTER.XML with the version you just edited. When the 
transfer is complete, restart your Xbox. After EvolutionX has booted, 
head to Applications -> Xbox Media Center -> My Music. The ‘My music 
collection’ bookmark should now appear in the Explorer interface. If 

for some reason you can't see it, open the XBOXMEDIACENTER.XML 
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My Music 
* Auto-Discover XBMSP Network Shares 
* C Drive 
+ DVD-ROM drive [Empty] 
* EDrive 


View: List 
Sort by: Name 
Switch view 


Playlists * Fdrive 


Search ft G.cive 
% iTunes 
» MS Soundtracks 
* My music collection 
* SMB 
* XBMSP Network Share 


»* XNS 


12 Objects 


The ‘My music collection’ bookmark as it should appear in 
the XBMC explorer. 


My Music/ 


View: List Coldplay - Don't Panic 2:16 
. The Shins - Caring is Creepy 3:20 
. Zero 7 - In the Waiting Line 4:33 
. The Shins - New Slang 3:51 
. Colin Hay - | Just Don't Think I'll Ever Get O 5:18 
. Cary Brothers - Blue Eyes 4:18 
. Remy Zero - Fair 3:54 
. Nick Drake - One of These Things First 4:49 
. Thievery Corporation- Lebanese Blonde 4:46 

Simon & Garfunkel - The Only Living Boy in 3:59 
. ron and Wine - Such Great Heights 4:12 

Frou Frou - Let Go 412 

Bonnie Somerville - Winding Road 3:27 


Sort by: Name v 
Switch view 
Playlists 
Search 


Scan 


13 Objects 


The end result. We take no responsibility for the author’s 
taste in music — or apparently love of Garden State. 


document again and ensure that you put it in the right section and that it 
has been coded correctly. 


You're now able to use XBMC to listen to music that is stored on 

your computer. If you wish to be able to view movies in the same 
way, repeat the above steps with the ‘My Videos’ directory. XBMC will also 
let you stream images and programs, but be sure to place all bookmarks 
in the relevant section of the XBOXMEDIACENTER.XML document or else 
they will not appear where you want them to. 


| have da power! 

Over time, you'll notice that XBMC is capable of all sorts of things. Feel 
free to wander around the UI and check the weather, listen to online radio 
stations, read the RSS feeds from xbox-scene.com, or play visualisations. 
| Be sure to update regularly, as new builds and unofficial features are 
constantly being made available online through third parties. It's amazing 
to think that such a powerful and mature package has been made freely 
available for a humble little console for so long, when so many HTPC 


Xbox Media Center is compatible with the Microsoft DVD remote 
kit, but it will work just fine with a standard control pad. The default 
key configuration is listed below: 


A Play/pause 

B Quit to menu/stop 

X Toggle movie between windowed and full-screen playback 
Y Toggle on-screen menu during movie 

Right thumb stick Increase/decrease volume 

Left thumb stick Take screenshot 

Right trigger Fast-forward 


Left trigger Rewind 

D-pad Skip backwards/forwards 
White Play time details 

Black Audio details 

Start Change playback mode 
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alternatives require an extra kidney to set up but offer less in the 
way of features, format flexibility and the ability to customise. 

Problems? As mentioned earlier, the Xbox DVD drive can be a 
fickle beast (and with three different manufacturers for the drives, 
you mileage may vary), so you may have problems playing even 
Official movies from disc. CD-Rs are a no-go zone — DVD-R and 
CD-RW are generally accepted as the most compatible media, 
although this varies between brands. Best to stick to network 
transfers if you can, to minimise trouble. 

Sometimes streaming doesn't work out as planned for video, so 
you may prefer to keep things locally, and hence will need a bigger 
drive. A 120GB PATA drive should fit the bill — although make sure 
that it's lockable first. 

Finally, futureproofing may also be an issue — the poor Xbox 
most likely won't have to power to drive pure HDTV smoothly 
(being based off a Celeron 733 with only 64MB SDRAM and a 
modified GeForce 3) when it arrives in force — but that’s what the 


360 is for right? See you back here in a couple of years. 
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HIGH SPEED GAMING 
SUPER LOW PRICE 


—~_— 16 dedicated game machines from 
acomic 


LIVE 


For a limited time, BCN Technology is selling 16 
gaming machines from Atomic Live at a 30% dis- 
count! That’s almost $500 off the retail price! 


Own an awesome gaming machine from Atomic Live! 
Your own piece of Atomic history! 
30% off full retail price! 


Games with the following great hardware: 
Thermaltake Mambo black chassis 
AMD Athlon 64 3200 Socket 939 processor 
MSI K8N Neo4-F ATX AMD Socket 939 motherboard 
Leadtek WinFast PX7800GT 256MB PCI-E video card 
- 512MB DDR400 RAM 
le ee OS - DVD/RW black 16X +/- DVD burner 
— —— - 80GB 7200rpm 2MB cache hard drive 
QPC SuperQuiet 430 ATX 12cm Cooling Fan PSU and S- 
ATA Connector 
QPC PerfiDesktop DC-300 Office Desktop, USB Optical 
Mouse & PS/2 K/B 


Atomic Live Atomic Live 
Gaming PC with Gaming PC with 
Microsoft XP Home Microsoft XP Pro 


RRP: $2085.00 RRP: $2194.00 
Atomic discounted price Atomic discounted price 


$1450.00 $1560.00 


Interested in one of these Atomic Live beasts? : 
Contact sales@bentech.com.au for more information! LY TECHNOLOGY 


ae acames, gaming 4nd gamers 
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[= chatting to a fellow gaming journo 
mate recently. After PC gaming’s best 
Christmas in years, | was keen to know 
what he thought of all the great games 
released through to the end of 2005. How 
many hours of Civ IV had he racked up? 
What was doing it for him in FPSland, 
— Sam 2, CoD2, Quake 4? How great was 
the state of gaming overall? What does he 
think of the 360? 

Anticipating a satisfying conversation 
| was cut short: ‘I only play WoW’. Huh? 
You're the world’s biggest Civ fan, 
surely... ‘No. | only play WoW,’ he said 
with an increased aggression that caused 
me to take a step back. 

Okaaay. And | made good my escape. 

Another mate used to have the hottest 
girlfriend in our group of mates. We were 
all jealous. | saw her at a party over. 
Christmas hanging off another bloke’s 
arm. Being perhaps a little rude, 
| nevertheless asked what had happened 
to whatsisname? ‘He only wants to play 
WoW. | want to go out dancing but he 
won't ever leave the computer now.’ A few 
days later | see this guy and ask him if 
he’s got rocks in his head. His reply was 
a nasty blend of defensiveness, followed 
by aggression. 

| know better now. Years ago | had 


a flattie who we all suspected was a 
smackie. He was scary. None of us dared 
talk to him about it, he eminated this 
‘ask me and I'll kick your head in’ vibe. | 
thought I'd never encounter that sort of 
person again. Now I’m surrounded by them. 

Years ago | used to joke that | couldn't 
wait until we could live our lives jacked into 
the machine. Little electric stimuli feeding 
our brains with real-world sensations. This 
was well before The Matrix, but the idea’s 
the same. | liked the idea of being able to 
experience things | could never have in 
real life, all in a blissful state of permanent 
comfort and warmth. My friends said 
| was crazy. Now, I ‘m the one who’s 
surrounded by crazy people. 

| used to think that the EverQuest 
‘EverCrack’ thing was cute and funny. 
Only a couple of network administration 
mates were affected. Now, I’m running out 
of friends. 

Unless of course | WoW with them. 
| have tried WoW. I’ve tasted its sweet 
embrace. But I’m just not quite ready to 
abandon everything else 
for it. Not yet, anyway! 


Come play Ben’s game. 
ben@atomicmpc.com.au 


\. Scanner 
Irrational finds itself in the hands of Take 2. Now 
that’s gaming news. 


. Talking Head 
Logan Booker gives you yet another reason to 
hate Uwe Boll. 


Pipeline 
Super fine game previews so you know what to 
look out for in the future. 


\ Engine Room 
We take a look at Neverwinter Nights 2, and the 
magic that makes it tick. 


‘ Harry Potter 
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i Get me’a booster pack, stat! 


EA has recently announced two new 
Battlefield 2 booster packs called Euro 
Forces and Armoured Fury. Adding another 
army as well as some new gear and three 
maps, Euro Forces should be available by 
the time you read this. Armoured Fury on 
the other hand will add two new vehicle 
classes and some more maps and will be 
released on 28 March. Both packs will cost 
US$9.99 and will only be available from 
EA’s Downloader service. 


Those who bought a PSP solely to play 
Grand Theft Auto: Liberty City Stories may 
want to stop reading now. Take 2 has 
recently announced that it will be ported 
to PS2. Still, the news isn’t all bad for PSP 
owners as they'll eventually be getting 
another GTA of their very own. 


A new Microsoft Flight Simulator is on the 
way. This time expect an updated graphics 
engine, some new aircraft and a richly 
detailed environment that features more 
than 24,000 different airports located across 
the globe. Microsoft have also promised an 
improved online experience. 


Ubisoft has just announced a new Far Cry 
game. Called Far Cry Instincts: Predator, 

it will be available exclusively on the Xbox 
360 and should be released in the second 
quarter of 2006. Little is known about it 

at this stage, other than it looks damned 
impressive and features a blowgun. 


Nintendo has released a new Mario Kart 
for the DS. Featuring a heap of new tracks 
as well as some old favourites such as 
Donut Plains, Mario Kart DS is the first 
handheld version of the series to make the 
leap to 3D and to feature online play. It’s 
damned addictive, too. 
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Pa 2 anc BioWare: Ratbag-and Midway. 
-Logan Booker repo 
< =o peep te 


Rope ional and Take: 


| he last few months have seen our beloved 
Scanner swamped with news of takeovers 


and closings within the Australian developer 
scene. A few months ago we reported on the 
partnership between Pandemic and BioWare to 
form the largest independent developer in the 
world, and just last month we took a look at the 
shutdown of Ratbag Games by owner Midway. 

With all this happening in recent times it 
should come as no surprise then that Take 2’s 
2K Games has bought up Irrational. 

Take 2 managing director Christophe 
Hartmann said that 2K Games sees ‘a rare 
opportunity’ with the independent developer, 
which has ‘consistently produced creative and 
original games’. 

Ken Levine, co-founder of Irrational, also 
has high hopes for the acquisition. ‘We are 
excited to be aligned with a publishing label 
like 2K Games that shares similar development 
goals and vision,’ Levine said. ‘Fans will be 


Funnysmeén ‘in funny tights chase funny 
lizardsin-afunny town. 


blown away when they see the next-generation 
titles we are working on.’ 

Founded in 1997 and based in the Los 
Angeles, and in Canberra here in Australia, 
Irrational has managed to stay both 
independent and successful for almost 
nine years. 

As part of the deal, Take 2 has acquired 
the rights to publish and distribute Irrational’s 
upcoming spiritual successor to System Shock 
2, BioShock. BioShock is currently slated 
for an early 2007 release, and it's rumoured 
that Irrational is developing another title at 
its Canberra studio — but we have yet to hear 
anything about it. 

The last few years have been good for 
rrational, the company releasing a string of 
successes including the superhero strategy 
title Freedom Force and tactical FPS SWAT 4. 
rrational is putting the finishing touches on an 
expansion of SWAT 4, and only a few months 
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The current 
developer 
landscape 
is not at all 

friendly to the 
needs of the 
independent 
studio. 


ago it released a sequel to Freedom Force, 
subtitled The Third Reich. 

It hasn't all been smooth sailing though. The 
developer’s online shooter Tribes: Vengeance 
did not meet publisher Vivendi Games’ - or 
indeed fans’ - expectations. With flagging 
sales and not much server activity, it took only 
a few months for Vivendi to cease support for 
the game and even cancel a patch (which 
was reportedly already complete). Tribes: 
Vengeance was the first Tribes game to have 
a singleplayer component, and although this 
hardly contributed to its downfall, the game 
did have a strong —- and highly critical 
— community following. 

The acquisition of Irrational was expected. 
The current developer landscape is not at 
all friendly to the needs of the independent 
studio. This way Irrational has the safety net of 
a large publisher, giving it freedom to produce 
games in the same league as System Shock 2 
and Ultima Underworld. 


; we, 
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E. year | make my pilgrimage to 

the Australian Game Developers 
Conference (AGDC), and 2005 was no 
different. Only this time, my experience was 
marred by a lack of motivation. 

As | ricocheted aimlessly from lecture hall 
to lecture hall in search of a presentation 
that could justify my being forced out of bed 
at 8:30 on a Saturday morning, | silently 
thanked the Free Coffee Fairy for providing 
me with the will to go on. 

It was in this state of caffeine-induced 
delirium that | happened upon one 
of the most refreshing and delightful 
presentations that the AGDC has ever 
had on offer. Machiko Kusahara, with 
her concise, interesting and immensely 
entertaining discussion on Japanese 
game culture provided me with the much- 
needed validation for the rather expensive 
registration fee. Up until that point, the 
calico library bag | received at reception 
just wasn’t supplying the satisfaction it 
should have. 

Even though | am already a fan of 
the obscure — with games like Rez, We 
Love Katamari, ICO and Vib Ribbon solid 
favourites - Machiko was able to broaden 
my mind even further. 

She explained how a lot of the successful 
games in Japan aren't created by ‘gamers’ 
who harbour preconceived ideas of what a 
game should be, but rather developed by 


as 
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At the AGDC, developers were ‘encouraged to think 
outside the square by a’culture that appears to,have 
ignored the square:altogether’. 


already established artists and musicians 
whose concepts know no bounds. 

The results of course can be visually 
and aurally astounding. Some are just plain 
weird too. For example ElectroPlankton 
introduces colourful sea particles on your 
Nintendo DS that react to your stylus 
movements by creating music. SeaMan 
takes the form of a virtual pet in the form 
a fish with a man’s face, which you grow 
on your Dreamcast. You can communicate 
with him via voice recognition and he is the 
grumpiest half-man/half-fish you could ever 
wish to know, thoroughly appealing to my 
cultivated sense of the ridiculous. 

Just when you find yourself becoming 
stale and disillusioned with games and the 
industry, you are encouraged you to think 
outside the square by a culture that appears 
to have ignored the square altogether. It is 
the inspiration that follows such insight into 
these amazing worlds that in my mind is 
what games conferences are all about. 

No doubt the notion that the Australian 
game development scene might suddenly 
embrace the extraordinary 


is little more than a pipe 
dream, but if it weren't 
for dreams some of the 
games that inspire 
many, including 
myself, would simply 
not exist. 
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His douche 
bag-ness 
transcends 
genres, 
casting 
and divine 
intervention. 
Critics call 
him this 
generation’s 
Ed Wood. 
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A“ bird came to my window sill the other 
day and informed me that Uwe Boll's movie 


adaptation of the game Bloodrayne — Majesco’s 
action-packed dhampir-fest - was a pile of 
steaming crap. A pile of crap so high one could 
scale its stinky heights, plant a flag at its summit 
and become the Sir Edmund Hillary of crap piles. 

The little bird then proceeded to commit seppuku 
with a sliver of cuttlebone, obviously depressed 
beyond comprehension. 

| can't say I’m at all surprised - about Boll that 
is. The man has a reputation for being a first-degree 
douche bag at filmmaking. His douche bag-ness 
transcends genres, casting and divine intervention. 
Critics call him this generation’s Ed Wood. 

So damnably awful is his work, there's an 
online petition pleading for him to stop ‘directing, 
producing or taking any part in the creation 
of feature films’ at www.petitiononline.com/ 
RRH53888/petition.html. 

It has over 7000 signatures. 

Yes, people feel that strongly about it. If you'd 
seen Alone in the Dark or House of the Dead, two 
more of Boll's cinematic atrocities, you’d harbour 
the same macabre desire to put burning cigarette 
to quivering genitalia. 

Uwe however isn't as mentally deformed as you 
may think. He admitted on the commentary track 
of the Alone in the Dark DVD that he uses German 
tax laws to get back the cash from his films. This 
includes any loans taken out for production and 
under certain conditions, he can write off the tax. 

According to Box Office Mojo (www. 
boxofficemojo.com), House of the Dead grossed 
$13.3 million worldwide, but cost a whopping 
$29.2 million in production and marketing costs, 
while Alone in the Dark was even more pitiful, 
grossing $6.6 million but amassing $26.5 million in 
production costs alone. 

Basically, as long as the movie doesn’t make 
money, Uwe does, so there is method in his 


madness. It's in his best interests to milk derision 
from critics and confront fans of the genres he has 
sodomised with arrogant aplomb. Boll will continue 
to pump out as many films as he can and treat the 
cinematic art form as one giant cash cow until this 
tax loophole is closed. 

The thing is, it's being closed. Right now. 

Last November saw the German Government 
put forward draft laws to do away with these ‘tax 
shelters’ by January 2006. So by the time you read 
this Boll may very well be out of a directing job. We 
will be free of his tyranny and he'll have to find other 
ways to rort the treasury of his homeland. 

Boll wasn’t the only person to take advantage 
of the good people of Germany. According to an 
article by Edward Jay Epstein, an investigative 
journalist in US, New Line Cinema made use 
of the loophole to make $21.2 million (www. 
edwardjayepstein.com/germanshelter.htm) by 
‘selling’ the rights to The Lord of the Rings: Return 
of the King to a Germany investor, which it in turn 
leased back. Paramount Pictures is also guilty of 
wrangling poor Germany, and Epstein says an 
executive for the company informed him that it 
made between $95 million to $120 million annually 
from the loophole. 

It just goes to show that if there’s a way to make 
money with zero effort, even if it barely clings to 
the realm of legality, someone will be there to take 
advantage of it. 

So, is Uwe Boll simply a horrible director with 
appalling limited creative abilities, or is he a suave 
con man with a complete disregard for cinema 
and his country, making the most out of the 
deficiencies in Germany's 
taxation laws? 

I'm inclined to say both. 


Is Logan the real con man? 
Ask him to update his photo at 
logan@atomicmpc.com.au 
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Release date Q1 2007 


Unreal 
Tournament Envy 


Fans of Unreal Tournament rejoice, because the next instalment is not 
too far away. Codenamed ‘Envy’, it will not only update all our favourite 
weapons, maps and game modes, but introduce a whole heap of new 
goodies as well. 

Firstly, there’s a new game type called Conquest. Described as a 
combination of the Onslaught and Assault modes, conquest games take 
place across multiple maps, presenting teams with objectives such as 
attacking or defending convoys and stealing plans, which in turn alter 
the flow of the game. 

To help you get around the battlefield, Epic are also working on 18 
vehicles, nine of which were in UT2004. The new vehicles offer alien 
alternatives to these, catering for different styles of play. Thanks to the 
new and improved physics, vehicles will feel more realistic than before. 

No matter how many vehicles and game modes there are, UT has 
always been about the weapons. There will be 11 weapons, including 
returning favourites such as the Impact Hammer and Enforcer pistols 
from Unreal Tournament, as well as the Stinger machine gun from Unreal 
and Unreal Championship 2. While weapons such as the Flak Cannon 
remain largely the same, Epic have replaced the Biorifle, Spider Mine 
and Grenade Launchers with a Canister Gun that performs the functions 
of all three weapons, depending on what sort of ammunition is loaded. 

This time around, there are plans for a more interesting single player 
mode. While it still sees you as the captain of a team in the tournament, 
charged with hiring and firing team-mates, it will have a half-decent story 
and give the bots a bit more personality. You'll also be able to order 
them around with your microphone and get them to pull off some pretty 
advanced manoeuvres. 

Community-wise, Epic has pulled out all the stops. There will be an 
in-built stats system, meaning you'll be able to check out where you 
rank and find information on clans without so much as minimising the 
game. In order to reduce the learning curve and make the game more 
accessible to newcomers, a matchmaking system has been introduced. 

Whether or not Epic manages to pull all this off is yet to be seen 
- after all, it wasn’t very happy with UT2003 or UT2004. No matter what 
the gameplay is like, however, the engine is sure to impress, offering 
features such as 64-bit HDR Lighting, Advanced Dynamic Shadowing, 
destructible environments, physics-driven sound effects and an 
improved skeletal animation system. 


| GAME INFO | Platform PC, PlayStation 3 Publisher To be confirmed Developer Epic Website No official site yet 
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Release date 2006 


Gears of War 


If there’s one problem with the tactical squad-based shooter genre, it's 

that most of the games in it are military focused — something that's not for 
everyone and occasionally raises questions of taste. Enter Gears of War, 
which will be Epic’s first contribution to the steadily growing library of games 
for the Xbox 360. 

Based on the third iteration of the Unreal engine, Gears of War will tell the 
story of a group of soldiers as they fight against a hellish race of monsters 
that come from deep below the surface of the earth. 

Given that it's a squad-based game, Epic has designed every game 
mode, map and mission in such a way that it encourages co-operative 
behaviour, even when you're playing singleplayer. Battles will require all of 
the tactics you'd expect from a game of this sort, including flanking, hiding 
behind obstacles and making use of covering fire. 

At the moment, little else is 
known about Gears of War, apart 
from the fact that it looks very 
impressive and supports 

| a decent amount of environment 
interaction, giving you the 

| ability to bash down doors 
with your armoured shoulder, 
take a peek through narrow 
gaps and destroy objects that 
are providing cover for your 
cowering enemies. CT 


Release date Q2 2006 


' 
Top spin 2 
Much like Jelena Dokic, Top Spin was everyone's darling when it came to 
tennis on Xbox. And now, like Dokic, it's back, heading to the Xbox 360 in Q2 
2006. Like the original, it will let you slip on the tennis shoes of a whole heap 
of real-world players, including Venus Williams, Andy Roddick and our very 
own Lleyton Hewitt. 

Just like in the first Top Spin, there are several ways to actually hit the ball, 
including slices, drop shots, chops and lobs. There are also some new risky 
shots and more advanced controls — here’s hoping they're as accessible as 
last time though. 

Expect major graphical improvements over the first version of the game, 
including HDTV support, smoother animation and more detailed environments. 
Characters are now modelled far more realistically and you will be able to 
customise them in almost every way, right down to their hairstyles and the 
sweatbands they wear. Whether you'll be able 
to give your character a budgetary-concerned, 
seafood-loving dad with a mild case of insanity 
remains to be seen. 

All in all, Top Spin 2 looks very promising. 
Serving up some damned sexy graphics, real- 
world players, online 

play and stacks of 
options, it could very 
well be ace. Oh dear, 
we're terrible... 


CT 


| GAME INFO | Platform Xbox 360 Publisher 2K Games Developer Pam Development Website www.xbox.com/en-US/games/t/topspin2xbox360 
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Release date Q2 2006 


splinter Cell: 
Double Agent 


Another year, another Splinter Cell game. This time around, however, 
things are a little different - Sam Fisher is now a double agent. A terrorist 
cell is threatening the United States from within its own borders and the 
only way to take it down is for everybody's Lycra-clad hero to become 

a member. 

As an undercover operative, expect to be presented with two sets of 
objectives - one from the NSA and one from the terrorists. While Sam will 
remain a good guy intent on bringing the cell down before it can act on 
its evil plans, it’s up to you to make choices about which objectives you 
complete. Expect difficult moral decisions, often without right or wrong 
answers available. The choices you make will affect the outcome of the 
plot, meaning gameplay is far less linear. 

Speaking of which, Sam’s circumstances mean he is now provided 
with less direct assistance and advice from the NSA, making for a more 
immersive and realistic game experience. This time around, he truly is 
on his own. 

At the end of the day, Double Agent is still a Splinter Cell game and 
Sam will still have to sneak around to acquire information and the like. 
However, because he’s now a card-carrying member of the terrorist 
organisation, getting caught won't necessarily result in hostilities — he'll 
now have to deal with guards in more complex ways, because a high 
body count is something that may eventually get traced back to him. 

Features-wise, Double Agent looks set to deliver. Sam will now find 
himself accompanied by NPCs during missions on a regular basis, 
which will benefit him in a number of ways. He'll also have some more 
vision modes, including one that lets him see sound waves. Sam won't 
just be operating at night, either - screenshots show him abseiling down 
a cliff during a sunny afternoon. 

Graphically, Ubisoft aims to show off what the Xbox 360 is capable 
of, promising to once again bring us some amazing lighting and shadow 
effects, especially during the daytime. Other platforms have not been 
neglected, however, with each system having a sizable collection of 
unique maps and other content. 

It's a refreshing change to hear about a sequel that’s doing something 
truly unique and different, rather than sticking to the tried and true 
formula that, while enjoyable, would probably havé been a little stagnant 
after a fourth outing. CT 


Sam Fisher is set to 
face some difficult 
moral questions as he 
goes undercover. 


‘ ad { 


Sam Fisher 


D2334223424 
Feb 5, 2008 
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Platform PC, PlayStation 2, GameCube, Xbox, Xbox 360 Publisher Ubisoft 


Developer Ubisoft Website www.bewaresamfisher.com/uk 
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Release date Q1 2006 


Hitman: 
Blood Money 


He's bald, he’s bad-arse and he’s back for your blood and your money. 
In a touch of irony, our favourite shiny-skulled assassin finds himself the 
target of a shadowy organisation, hell bent on taking him and his cloned 
brothers down. Of course, even with a vast international conspiracy 
going on, there’s still work to be done. 

Blood Money, the fourth title in 10 Interactive’s hit, er, Hitman series, 
introduces body bag-loads of new features, including a cash system that 
rewards or penalises you depending on how clean your kills are. Cause 
too much of a ruckus and expect it to hit you hard in the hip pocket. 

Speaking of kills, there’s now more ways to execute them than ever 
before. Say you have to kill a mobster-turned-witness who is currently 
chilling out at an alcoholic’s retreat: do you palm a referral from a 
smoking patient outside, enter the place as a guest and sneak into his 
room to tamper with the gas bottle on his stove or rig up your remote 
bomb to make a chandelier fall on his drunken noggin? Don't have a 
card? Climb up the side of the building and sneak in through a guest 
room. There’s an actor who has to die: do you snipe from the balcony or 
hide in a cupboard in his dressing room? Why not replace the prop pistol 
from the play’s climax with the real deal? The choice is yours. 

If you opt for a kill that’s more along the lines of the Matrix’s infamous 
lobby scene, you'll be able to arm yourself with a heap of different 
weapons, ranging from a somewhat industrial nail gun to a large 
collection of automatic rifles. Many of the weapons can be customised 
to improve their accuracy, reload speed, rate of fire and so on. There 
is also a rather extensive melee combat system, including the ability to 
snatch guns out of the hands of enemies. In turn, they'll either run for 
their lives or scramble to find a replacement. 

Technically, Blood Money is a huge step forwards for the Hitman 
series. While the animation could still do with some work, the graphics 
are greatly improved, the physics are far less ridiculous and the enemy 
Al is suitably cunning. Let's just hope the full game puts out as well as 
the preview code. : CT 


Wanna cause a mess? 
Keep your kills clean 

or else you're wallet will 
feel the pinch. 


[EQUI Platform PC, Xbox, PS2 Publisher Eidos Developer 10 Interactive Website www.hitman.com 
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Logan Booker chats to Obsidian 
Entertainment’s Ferret Baudoin on Neverwinter 
Nights 2 in badly-rendered Draconic. 


B efore parents and government bodies were blaming video games 
for juvenile delinquency, Gary Gygax’s pen and paper role-playing 
game Dungeons and Dragons took the brunt of their disapproval. During 
the 1970s and ’80s, religious groups fervently opposed the game, 
criticising its use of the occult, demons, magic and multiple-God world view. 

Fortunately for us, all this whining did was reinforce that fact that D&D 
was an excellent use of fiction, as it had always intended to be, and geeks 
everywhere enjoyed escaping into their own world of monsters, treasure 
and elusive level-ups. 

It didn’t take long for D&D to make the transition from PnP to PC, its 
statistical nature just begging for the attention of a maths co-processor, 
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a became the first graphical massively multiplayer 
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\ Fallout and Fallout 2. Obsidian also has some 
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and gamers started enjoying the likes of 

Pool of Radiance and Eye of the Beholder. 
These games were so popular that in 1991, 
Neverwinter Nights (NWN), a campaign setting 
based in the D&D world of Forgotten Realms, 


role-playing online game ever — if 50 people 
is considered to be massively multiplayer (it 
certainly was 15 years ago). The brainchild of 
Don Daglow of Stormfront Studios (famous 
today for Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers 


and Demonstone), NWN proved to be a huge 


success and ran for a number of years until in 


- 1997 its sheer ancientness forced its shutdown. 


Not until 2002 would the Neverwinter Nights 


~~ name and setting be used again, this time by 


® 


if 
ay. 


nat 


Atari and BioWare to create a single player, third- 
person RPG based on the AD&D 3rd Edition 
ruleset. Although this new NWN wasn’t an MMO, 
it did feature extensive multiplayer support for 
players and dungeon masters alike. 

Today, BioWare’s NWN remains accessible 
and enjoyable, thanks for the most part to the 
aforementioned multiplayer support and its 


comprehensive module-building toolset, Aurora. 


Hence, BioWare has seen fit to develop a 
sequel with the help of Obsidian Entertainment. 


It’s night time! 

Actually, Obsidian is doing all the work for 
NWN2 while BioWare takes a management role. 
Obsidian is headed by the one and only Feargus 
Urquhart whose credits include Interplay’s 


considerable RPG muscle in its ranks, including 
Planescape: Torment storywriter Chris Avellone 
and Darren Monahan, who worked on the 


~ acclaimed Out of this World with Brian Fargo. 


Other members hail from the likes of Black Isle, 
Neversoft and Blizzard. The company has been 
around for a number of years now and its debut 
title, Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic 2, 
was well received by the CRPG community. 

So expectations are high for NWN2. 

‘(We were] thrilled to start work on NWN2 
because the first game had so much going for it,’ 
says lead designer Ferret Baudoin. ‘[NWN] was 
all about a dynamite package — you get a great 
single player campaign, easy-to-use tools for 
people to make their own worlds, and the ability 
to play it in multiplayer with friends and soon-to- 
be-friends from all over the Internet.’ 

‘That’s the formula which made the original 
NWN so popular, and it’s only going to get better 
in its sequel,’ says Baudoin. Obsidian is more 
than satisfied with the components that made 
up the first title, both technically and game-wise. 


atemic 


Yes, the world of Forgotten Realms is populat ; 
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With NWN2, they simply seek to improve on 
BioWare’s work. 

Baudoin, however, makes it clear that the 
game will be more than a fine-tuned NWN. In 
particular, Obsidian wants to do a bang-up job 
on the story and character development. 

‘With an engine, you can always use the work 
from a previous title to make things better — but 
not so with a story. So one of our big goals is 
to make sure the single player campaign is 
gripping and entertaining. We want people to 
say that NWN2 is an awesome game if they just 
let the campaign stand on its own,’ he says. 

Obsidian is also interested in reinvigorating 
the toolset — easily one of the standout features 
of the original. Baudoin says that they've 
redone the tools from scratch due to the new 
graphics engine (see Engines of creation). This 
apparently was too good an opportunity to pass 
up to improve the toolset. 

‘We wanted to have more power and flexibility 


gameplay 


and many ease-of-use features [in the toolset]. 
It's astonishing how many NWN mods are out 
there, and now all the mod-makers get a tonne 
more choices,’ explains Baudoin. 

‘We’re improving every major system in the 
game in one fashion or another. But those are 
our top two’. 


2D force 

A D&D game would be nothing without the D&D 
ruleset and Obsidian is taking full advantage of 
the resources provided by Wizards of the Coast, 
owner of the licence. With the 3.5 Edition of the 
guidebooks released only months ago, NWN2 
will incorporate all the latest changes, tweaks 
and updates to the AD&D rules. 

‘We regularly talk with Wizards of the Coast 
about the story and game mechanics of NWN2,’ 
says Baudoin. ‘The change from 3rd Edition 
rules to 3.5 Edition rules means that many 
previous feats, classes, and spells have to be 


wioou oulbue 


engine room 


gameplay 


At the moment, thi 
though, they'll be 


re-adapted to a computer gaming arena.’ 

Even with official backup from Wizards of the 
Coast, the developers will primarily be drawing 
from their own experience with D&D, and 
particularly Forgotten Realms. 

‘Many of-us in development have been playing 
in the Realms for decades. So that helps, too.’ 

Even with the 3.5 Edition rules at their 
fingertips, Obsidian will have to make some 
adjustments to fit the computer RPG format. For 
instance, specialised crafting and knowledge 
skills, which don’t translate well into a combat- 
orientated RPG will probably be cut. Although 
Baudoin says nothing has been finalised, 
these skills are usually trivialised or removed 
altogether in CRPGs. One element that's 
confirmed to be out is spell reagents. Baudoin 
has said that continually restocking reagents, 
although realistic, would eventually make the 


ese nasties are just concept art. Don’t worry | 
in the final game... waiting... 


game ‘dull’ if implemented. 

‘Early in the project | locked myself in my 
office with a 3rd Edition version of the core 
books and 3.5 and looked for all the differences 
| could find. Fortunately | wasn’t alone in this 
quest, and there were some great resources on 
the Net made by people with a whole lot more 
spare time than | had. 

‘The gist of all this is that we've really striven 
to make this a 3.5 game,’ Baudoin says. 

As for the story, all we know is that the game 
is based in and around the city of Neverwinter 
and that Obsidian is dedicated to bringing the 
city to life. The player will be thrown into a 
world that goes about its business independent 
of their actions, and character customisation, 
including reputation and alignment, will be open, 
flexible and rewarding. 

‘There’s so many nuances to games like this 
because the game will be different depending 
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Ah, the sea. The environments in- Neverwinter Nights 
promise to be as varied as they are beautiful. 
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on which companions you bring with you and 
which decisions you make. So we’ve got 
replayability in spades,’ Baudoin explains. 


Engines of creation 

Originally NWN2 was developed with BioWare’s 
Aurora engine — a capable piece of technology 
that’s seen use in a number of the company’s 
games including NWN and Knights of the Old 
Republic. BioWare has even licensed the 
engine — CDProjekt is using a heavily modified 
version of Aurora for its game The Witcher. 

However, it became clear as development 
progressed that Aurora just wasn’t going to cut 
it— not only was the graphics engine dated, but 
the scripting system was in desperate need of 
optimising and Obsidian felt the toolset could 
be improved. Enter Electron, a new renderer 
developed by Obsidian for NWN2 that supports 
dynamic lights, normal mapping, Shader Model 
2.0 and 3.0 and height maps in place of the old 
tile-based engine. 

‘Two major Aurora systems got rewritten from 
scratch — the Electron graphics engine and our 
toolset,’ says Baudoin. ‘But that doesn’t mean 
Aurora is gone — that engine delivered a lot of 
fun to fans everywhere, and many of its systems 
are online.’ 

Gutting Aurora in this fashion wasn’t the 
easiest of tasks, nor was it quick to finish. Much 
of the programming Obsidian has done has 
been focused on getting both Electron and the 
toolset to a functional state. 

‘Electron was designed from the start to 
use the latest graphics card technologies and 
shader models — some of which didn’t even 
exist when Aurora was written. So our game 
looks great,’ boasts Baudoin. 


It wouldn’t be Dungeons & 
Dragons without the fighting. 
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You can see from the screenshots that the 
game is a giant leap for traditional CRRGs; 
which he believes are usually behind the times 
graphically compared to first-person shooters. 
The only other RPG in development that’can = 
compare is Bethesda’s Elder Scrolls 4: Oblivion: 

According to Brian Lawson, senior graphies 
programmer for NWN2, the game features two 
rendering paths — one for Shader Model'2.0: 
and a second one for Shader Model 3.0. The 
SM 3.0 code path was developed when the 
only hardware available that supported it was 
NVIDIA. Lawson has said that while the game 
doesn’t favour either vendor, Obsidian hasnt 
fully tested the SM 3.0 path on ATI hardware. 

‘Whichever vendor does a better job of 
implementing the spec is the one that will 
ultimately perform better,’ says Lawson on the 
official NWN2 community forums. ‘However, the 
3.0 rendering pipelining has been developed 
strictly on NVIDIA ecards since they’re the only 
ones that had 3.0 technology available for the 
last one plus years” 4 

Lawson adds that testing on X1800 (and 
more than likely R520- ‘based cards) is planned. 
‘Honestly, | donit foresee any. Problems.’ 

Baudoin is confident that all the new 
technology built onto: the older _* engine 
will be everything Obsidian needs to do a good 
job of NWN2. a. 

‘BioWare gave us an’! Teredible foundation 
to work from — using the Brora engine as a 
baseline we were able to expand off that and 
make it better. Some parts of Aurora we've 


replaced entirely with Electron,— like the 
graphics engine — but the core technology has 


made it possible for us to take NWN2 to another 


level,’ he explains. 


woo oulbue 


the sequel,,includiag t 
of two male compote NI 


for us — so in a few months we'll be enjoy#m 
spoils of their labour. ‘ é 

We can’t wait for the multiplayer, which i ee 
Obsidian has said will function like a ‘mini-MM@ 
the developers having been inspired by the ; 
persistent worlds some players run using the 
original NWN. 

We have little doubt that an expansion is 
planned and while Baudoin won't confirm our 


Suspicion sd be isjopti 
‘One cane at a time. Canals, we've made. * 

sure that certain things are very expansion- 

friendly. ‘Nuff said.’ ; 


Not exactly the most threatening place to look at. It sure is 


pretty though. 
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The apprenticeship 


that will take you places. 


| ae ae | : | BAR ee 


extreme | 
temperature 


due to its 
robust construction. 


NATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS 


For your free Trade Careers 
CD ROM simply call 13 19 01, or 
visit www.defencejobs.gov.au 


GUARANTEED JOB 


GREAT PAY 


UNMATCHED BENEFITS 
NO PRIOR EXPERIENCE 
PROMOTION OPPORTUNITIES 


EAM EO NENE Based on the Land Rover 


Defender, the Parakeet is an The Parakeet features 
extremely mobile, modern electronic r automatic satellite tracking capability. 
office communications suite which 

offers a range of features. 


Working in a team is a big part £ 


of Army life, particularly whilst on 
You'll receive nationally 


accredited qualifications and the guarantee 
of a job at the completion of your training. 


deployment in foreign countries. 


Start on $25,100p.a. and earn over 


$45 fe) OO"* after 2 “4 


ARMY TRADES 
Aireraft Technician _ *Fitter Armament_ 
Avionies Technician *Plumber 

Aircraft Life Support *Technician 

Fitter —_ Electronic Systems 
Aircraft Structural Technician 
Telecommunications 


Nowhere else will you find the experience and job security that you’ll enjoy in the Army. 
Communications are vital to ensure Army commanders have the means to control information using radio, microwave and satellite links. In addition, 
high technology computer switched digital networks are rapidly becoming a reality. As a Telco in the Army it'll be your job to install, configure, 
maintain and just as importantly diagnose faults within the Army’s telecommunications and information systems network. The job’s diverse and 
interesting but above all you'll be receiving some of the best apprenticeship training. Training that’s very much sought after in the civilian world. 


d oi 
» To 


~~ Systems You'll be paid a great wage while you train with a You'll enjoy all sorts of 40 
© |.electrical Technician *Vehicle Mechanic guaranteed job when you finish. You'll start on $25,100p.a. _ benefits like free medical 
of ——____ z and after 2 years you'll earn from $45,900p.a. and and dental, subsidised 
> J*Electrician even more as your career progresses. meals and accommodation. 


6 *Qualified applicants may apply. 


Call 13 19 O1 or visit www.defencejobs.gov.au 


You can’t be a Prince of Persia until you’ve 
dropped from the ceiling of a castle with 
nothing but a pair of chains and a kilt. 


Prince of Persia: 


p 


The Two Thrones 


Christopher Taylor just can’t wait to be king. 


O: baggy pants-wearing hero is back for 
his third date with Ubisoft, this time finding 
himself in a bit of strife when he returns from 

his previous adventure to find his home city of 
Babylon besieged. Before he has a chance to 
figure out what to do, his ship is attacked and 

his new girlfriend is captured by the enemy. 

Just because he’s a rich young prince doesn't 
necessarily mean he has an easy life. 

For those who haven't played the first two 
games, Ubisoft's new and improved Prince of 
Persia series falls firmly into the third person action 
genre, combining the solving of puzzles with a 
liberal dash of good old-fashioned swordplay. 
Puzzles are based largely around the environment, 
involving things like jumping across gaps, 
balancing along beams and 


avoiding elaborate traps. 

On the other hand, the 
combat is a process of 
mastering some fairly basic 
hack and slash techniques, 
combo moves and a new 
feature known as speed 

killing. Essentially, speed 

killing involves pouncing on 
unaware enemies and hitting 
the attack button when 
prompted to do so. Press 

the button at the 

wrong time and you'll 
find yourself thrown 


to the ground, leaving you defenceless. Speed 
killing sees the Prince take full advantage of his 
environment, often dropping down from ledges 
to land on patrolling guards and kicking off walls 
and throwing himself at stationary soldiers. It's a 
lot of fun and very cool, though it’s occasionally 
hampered by a dodgy camera. 

The Two Thrones also introduces the Dark 
Prince, the warped and twisted alter ego of 
our favourite Persian hero. You'll step into his 
evil boots several times in the game, using his 
spiked chain to slaughter hordes of enemies and 
to swing from ledge to platform. The Dark Prince 
isn’t as acrobatically adept as his lighter self 
and his swinging chain attack takes a while to 
warm up, meaning playing as him isn’t as fun as 
it should be. He also loses health when he’s not 
taking down enemies, meaning you can't simply 
avoid his awkward fighting style by legging it to 
the nearest exit. 

A cause for concern is the camera, which 
occasionally decides that it doesn’t want you to 
see someone you're fighting or the next part of the 
level you have to reach. While it's possible to move 
it around with the right thumb stick, it's still very 
annoying and only serves to ruin the fun at times. 

The Two Thrones is a good game. It’s just not 
a great one. Fans will love it and will probably 
have no problem overlooking the flaws, but 
newcomers may feel a little alienated by the 
plot and turned off by one too many poorly 
executed features. 


Ubisoft 
Ubisoft 


princeofpersiagame.com 


PC, PS2, GameCube 


VERDICT | 


Swordplay; voice acting; 
environmental puzzles. 


/] 


Annoying camera; Dark 
Prince aspects poorly 
designed; no replay value. 


+ 


OUT OF 10 
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V8 Supercars: 3 


Ben Mansill leaves skid marks everywhere. 


[: bigger and better, and we wouldn't expect 
anything less. While there are some exceptional 
single series racing sims available to satisfy 

the most demanding purist, the Codemaster’s 
approach is to pack a world of racing into one 
game, satisfying everyone. Mostly. 

It is impossible not to be impressed with the 
scope Codies has worked to achieve. There 
are over 70 kinds of cars here and there is 
variation all over the place. One moment you'll 
be bouncing over sandy hills in an outrageously 
over-the-top monster truck, the next you'll be 
whipping around a circuit in one of many ultra- 
fast open wheelers. That's the strength. 

Codies has made a true game, while 
other developers call it job-done with a few 
cars and tracks to choose from without any 
focused goals. Playing V8 Supercars 3 means 
progressing through a proper 
career with structure and 


clever ‘just one more race’ appeal. 

Career mode really is a quality piece of work. 
The previous game had a story, quite unusual 
for a racing game. The new game dispenses 
with that silliness but retains the progressive 
structure and some wonderful cut scenes 
starring your superbly animated team boss. 

You'll race your way up the ladder, unlocking 
new beasts as you go. Naturally enough it 
starts you off with pissy little lawnmower cars, 
graduating through to more powerful and 
trickier-to-handle beasts. 

In most cases you only need to finish in the 
top four to move on, which is a blessing as 
each career race throws you straight onto the 
starting grid in a car you've never had a chance 
to practise in, and on a track you may never 
have driven before. 

Early races in your career are 
only two or three laps 
and there are up to 

21 cars on-track. 

That makes it less 
of a race and more 
a shitfight. There 
really is no other 
way to race than 
abandoning any hope 
of gentlemanly driving 


and just ploughing your way to the front in order 
to progress. 

As your career unfolds race lengths 
thankfully increase and compulsory pit stops 
are introduced. It's only about a third of the way 
through a career that you'll actually be able 
to race properly, and by then you'll be familiar 
with most of the tracks and have your head 
around what to expect from the rather unique 
Codemasters driving models for each new car. 

The new game is far more ‘sim’ than the 
previous games in this series. There's still a 
gumby arcade mode, but so satisfying is the 
sim mode that it would be a waste to play 
any other way. Still far short of the dynamic 
realism found in other titles, the physics are still 
challenging and satisfying, yet easy enough 
to master in just a few laps, which was surely 
the design intention. In a one-hour session you 
could find yourself racing half a dozen different 
cars. It's a unique game design and it works 
very well. 

It's not all joy. Sadly the off-road racing is 
infuriatingly bad. Codie's rally driving has been 
going steadily downhill since Colin McRae 2 
and the trend continues here. Thankfully it’s 
possible to ignore the dirt completely. Career 
mode usually lets you choose from three types 
of racing at each career stage, so stick to the 


atemic 


From open wheel zip to 
monster truck madness, 
V8 Supercars 3 packs ina 
whole world of racing. 


tarmac and all will be well. 

The Al drivers here are a particularly 
aggressive lot and don’t seem to acknowledge 
your presence on the track. They'll happily tap 
your tail as you're turning a corner and spin you 
off, or swerve in front ruining your passing or 
braking. There will be times when you're taken 
out and will want to march over and lay into the 
other driver, just like on telly. 

Surprisingly it doesn’t really diminish the fun 
one bit. The cars here take far more damage 
than in the last game and in many races the 
only way is to be aggro yourself, bashing 
through packs and bouncing off the inside of 
other cars to get around a corner quicker and 
improve your placing. It's all a bit upsetting if 


you're a racing purist. 
The mighty V8s themselves are but a small 


No room for manners... 


Aggro Al drivers will happily 
run you off the road. 


atemic 


part of the overall package. Internationally 
this game is actually Race Driver 3. We've 

got a localised version. Apart from the box 

art, localisation also gives us the V8 series 
unlocked and ready to race. Fans of the last 
game will be pleased to see the Aussie tracks 
updated. Bathurst is now actually drivable and 
tracks absent from the last one —- Queensland 
Raceway, Symmons Plains and the awesome 
Shanghai - are in the new box. 

Online play is vastly improved. The 
introduction of enforced race rules takes care of 
idiots that drive recklessly, or backwards. Al flag 
marshals do a fine job of keeping it clean. 

This game will sell its arse off, and deserves 
too. Quality hasn’t been sacrificed for quantity 
so regardless of how seriously you take your 
racing there’s great gaming joy to be had. 


Gameplay 


SELEGT GAR 


829KG 270BHP 


MERCEDES-BENZ W196 
DANNY MASON RACING 
JIMMY HOOPER 
@DRIVING 


BACK 


Codemasters 
Atari 
www.atari.com.au 


steering wheel for PC version. 


P4 3GHZ or Athlon 
2.4GHz; DirectX9c graphics; decent 


VERDICT 


Gameplay structure; better 
car physics; track marshals, 
loads of tracks and cars. 


Opponent Al is agonisingly 
bad - they are ignorant of 
your presence on the track. 


out or IO 
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or 20 


e Simbin 
li Atari 
3) www.gt-legends.com 


2GHz Athlon or 
2.8GHz P4; 1GB RAN; DirectX 9 
graphics; decent steering wheel. 


VERDICT 


Cars you’ll never see in 

any other sim modelled to 
realistic perfection; a minute 
to learn, a lifetime to master. 


Having to unlock cars may be 
a peeve for some. 


OUT OF 10 
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GI Legends 


Th as hard with balance and 


[' you're into racing sims then this simply 

is a must-have. You can climb the Mount 
Olympus of sims, passing the overrated Gran 
Turismo about half way up, gaining a foothold 
on GTR near the top, and upon the summit site 
GT Legends. It doesn't get any better. 

While GTR is supremely detailed and has car 
physics that leave the others in the dust, GT 
Legends - by the same developers, Simbin — is 
friendlier and ultimately more satisfying. GTR's 
monster Ferraris, Lamborghinis and the like 
were tricky to tame. A week spent not playing it 
and you would forget everything. The vehicles 
in GT Legends are more welcoming and 
immensely more fun. The cars are inherently 
easier to drive, but they feature the very best 
physics, making it intuitive and natural to belt 
around the wonderful tracks. Even the little 
Mini that you start off in is surprisingly good 
fun. Underpowered sure, but just a lap in and 
you'll appreciate the finesse needed to extract 
maximum velocity from the little thing. 

The game has a GT-style game model. Alll 
the cars you race must be purchased from 
your cash prize money. Easy to dismiss, but 
this model works a treat, forcing you to move 
through the ranks, enjoying and appreciating 
the glorious variety. Thumping muscle-cars 
like the Mustang or Shelby Cobra have never 
been more fun to drive. The physics at work 
really let you feel the momentum of these 
mothers, and the feeling of pure thrust and 


speed is unequalled, with the 
exception of GTR. 

| think the Holy Grail of 
racing sims is a car that you 
can drive instinctively straight 
away, but one that also offers 
almost endless headroom hotaward 
for better lap times. GT Legends offers this. 


Even gamers who have never played a proper 
racing sim will instantly feel at home behind 
any of the wheels here. Other games ask you 

to practise and get a feel for the programmer's 
interpretation of how a car should behave. GT 
Legends simply feels like driving a real car, with 
all its capabilities and limitations. 

The engine sounds add much to the 
sensation. Sampled from the real thing there 
is no better sounding racing game. Another 
mark of quality is the 3D car interiors, which are 
recreated to the smallest detail and show that 
the developers weren't mucking about. They are 
so beautiful that it's almost crime to drive from 
any other perspective. 

If you're a car fan and have always wanted 
to get behind the wheel of any of the classic 
cars here, this is your salvation. If you're a 
gamer looking for a thrilling new experience you 
simply must give this game a go. And if you're 
a hardcore racing sim nut you probably already 
have this game. It is majestic, wonderful and 
state of the sim art and, at a mega-bargain RRP 
of $49.95, too good to miss. 
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t's not often we review expansion packs here, 


heights — some would say where it should have 


but this one takes the original game to new 


been all along. 

This is the RTS for hardcore strategy buffs. 
It's as far removed from Command & Conquer 
as Unreal Tournament is from Lego Star Wars. 
Sure, the overall game elements are the same, 
but Empire Earth 2 is top-heavy with tools and 
features and is all the better for it. 

Where it could be made complicated, it has 
been. Everything has a multitude of options and 


it can be said that true strategy is needed, as 
opposed to quick thinking tactics. 

For example you can create a ‘war plan’ 
and send it to your multiplayer partner for 
a truly combined attack. Units can be given war 
stances that affect how they react to situations 
and unit upgrades sometimes border on the 
ridiculous. All terrific for those looking for 
substance in their RTSing. 

A welcome addition to Empire Earth in the 
Art of Supremacy are the French and Russian 
civilisations. It's difficult to understand their 
original omission when less high-profile 
societies such as the Mayans were included 
before either new civilisation: Perhaps American 
developers have something against French and 
Russian people? 

Each civilisation has a wide variety of 
bonuses, far more than you'd normally see in 
an RTS. There's a civilisation editor too, mixing 
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and matching your perfect set of attributes. 
It is another example of the generosity the 
designers have lavished on the player. 

Is all this complexity actually fun? Hell yeah! 
This is a war game par excellence. It's similar to 
Civilization for depth. 

As complex as it is, Empire Earth 2 doesn't 
waste detail with things that are irrelevant to 
proper warring. There are no building upgrades 
at all and all resources except for timber 
are unlimited. 

The game mechanics are firmly geared 
around units and how you use them. Upgrades 
come via Epochs that you'll advance through 
at your own pace. Each Epoch (or age) gives 
nine possible upgrades, whether economic 
(cheaper units), military (better units) or imperial 
(global enhancements). You can choose all 
nine or perhaps choose instead to go with 
the minimum six and leave the rest behind for 
another Epoch advancement. 

Bunker in and you can safely defend 
against all but the highest-level Al while you 
race through the upgrades. Eventually you will 
graduate to modern forces with neat toys 
like nuclear bombers and Inter-Continental 
Ballistic Missiles. 

This game is really designed for multiplay. 
There's a nice single player campaign 
and skirmish mode, but they are of limited 
satisfaction and serve best as a primer for the 
real heat of online or LAN play. 


gameplay 


Th 


Sierra 
Vivendi Universal Games 
www.empireearth2.com 


2GHz CPU; 64MB graphics; 
256MB RAM. 


VERDICT | 


RTS for strategists looking for 
detail and depth; a wealth of 

unit types and upgrades; well 
balanced despite complexity. 


Al easy to beat; graphics 
are sub-par. 


our or 10 


95 


gameplay 


Warner Brothers 
A 


harrypotter.ea.com 


1-3 
PC, PS2, PSP, 
GameCube, DS 


VERDICT 


Annoying camera; Al idiocy; 
no replay value; short asa 
house elf. 


ee Nice character models; great 
x0 voice acting. 


OUT OF 10 


Harry, Ron and Hermione work together on 


everything from the mundane and the death-defying. 


‘Goblet o 


las 


Christopher Taylor checks ouitsthe game 
of the movie of the book that made -KidS™ 
read instead of play games. 


F° a lot of parents, J.K. Rowling's seven- 
book fantasy series was a Godsend. 
Single-handedly it managed to achieve what 
parents have always struggled to - drag kids 
away from televisions and consoles. That is until 
Warner Brothers decided to base movies and 
games on it. 

Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire is, for 
the few Rowling heathens out there, the fourth 
book/movie/game in the series. Now fourteen 
years old, Harry finds himself as a less-than- 
willing competitor in the Triwizard Tournament 
— an international competition made up of 
death-defying challenges that make the 
Olympic Games look even more bland than they 
already are. 

He also discovers girls. Sadly, Warner 
Brothers decided against an obscure witch- 
dating sim, instead opting to focus on the 
Tournament. Made up of three challenges, the 
Triwizard Tournament is dealt with in the second 
half of the game. Earlier on, however, you'll be 
asked to complete more mundane tasks such 
as collecting items, fighting monsters and 
solving puzzles. 

Letting you play as Harry or one of his two 
friends, Ron and Hermione, the Goblet of 
Fire works around the idea of friendship and 
co-operation — yes, it’s a game with a positive 
message. Whoever you choose, the other two 
will follow you around, assisting in combat and 
with spells that require more than one person. 


Sadly, the differences between the characters 
are purely cosmetic, meaning there's no point in 
replaying the game as someone else. On 
amore positive note, the game does have a 
multiplayer mode that lets you work through the 
story together. 

While for the most part the friendly Al 
is helpful, it occasionally does something 
completely daft like getting lost or totally 
ignoring you when you're trying to cast a spell 
that requires all three characters. 

Using a context-sensitive system, spell 
casting is a great part of the game and very 
accessible. If you’re looking at a fire and hit 
the cast button your wand will spray water. On 
the other hand, if you look at a monster you'll 
automatically switch to an attack spell. 

Like with a lot of third person games, the 
camera is a complete and utter arsehole, 
gravitating to obstacles like a pubescent 
Potter to his female friends and more than 
occasionally not letting you see your target 
during combat. Most annoying of all, there's 
no way of controlling it, so if it decides to hide 
behind a grate that’s just too bad. 

The Goblet of Fire isn’t exactly bad, but it’s 
not far from it. It's unlikely to keep even the 
most religious Potter fan amused for very long. 
As a parent, if you're after something that will 
entertain both you and the kids, you'd probably 
be better off with the Mario Party series 
on GameCube. 
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Tech you love 


Daniel Rutter has techlust and, while it 

may be an imaginary condition, itis 

serious. Regardless, Dan has it and the 

only way he:can-be cured is by sending your 
tech problems to io@atomicmpc.com.au. 


Cutting edge displays 

My father has an old Gravograph 
engraving machine that uses an RCA 
cable output that goes into a monitor similar 
to that used on an Apple Ile. He originally had 
a lle monitor, but that has now died, and I’m 


wondering if you might happen to know how 
to make a convertor that allows a standard 
15” monitor cable to be connected to an 
RCA cable? 
It would also make for great viewing of TV on 


Andrew 


a 21” Sony monitor! 

|O} If it connected via RCA cable to an 
Apple monitor, then it's outputting 

composite video. 

So you can just use a TV. 

The reason why people didn’t plug TVs into 
their Apple Ils in the first place was that TVs 
back then didn’t have composite inputs. You 

s commonly come with 


computer connections for super- 
sharp TV on a monitor... 
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had to use an RF modulator and tune the TV to 
it, as with the antenna output of a VCR, and the 
results weren't pretty. 


Today, though, every TV has composite input, 


and even quite cheap models are PAL/NTSC 
compatible. So you should be able to just plug 
itin and go. 

The engraver probably doesn’t have a high 
enough output resolution that you need a very 
sharp screen, either. The maximum practical 
resolution for ordinary TVs is 640x480, but few 
of them can really display that clearly. Apple Ils 
never managed even that many pixels, though - 
their ceiling was 560x192 monochrome, or a lot 
less horizontally for colour - so you'll probably 
be fine. 

If you really want VGA output, then you can 
get it. Building your own convertor box is less 
than trivial, but pre-built ones sell for not much 
more than a hundred bucks. 

But TV won't look any better on a computer 
monitor than it will on a decent TV, unless it’s 
high definition in the first place. The way to get 
that is by buying a high definition set-top box 
that already has VGA (‘RGBHV’) output. 


Sydney to Melbourne, 
via Darwin 


A If | have three computers connected 


| to anetwork using a router and | want 
to transfer some files from computer A to 
computer B, does it matter whether | initiate this 
transfer using computer A or computer C, using 
Windows file sharing? 

Basically, | just want to know whether if | 
use computer C to transfer the file from A to 
B, it has to go through computer C on the way 
(thus wasting processing time and network 
bandwidth), or if it just goes from A to B 
either way? 
Chris Dial 


IOOTM wins a 
Logitech G5! 


If mice were chocolate 
cakes, the G5 would be 


the extra mega super 
choco fudgearama. 


|} Yes, it'll be inefficient if you copy data 
between shared folders from a computer 
on which neither of the folders actually resides. 
Computer C will be sucking and blowing data, 
and the transfer will be slower. 

If you use something like Remote Desktop 
or VNC (www.realvnc.com) to control one of 


the other computers from Computer C, though, 
you'll be able to tell that computer to initiate the 
transfer itself, without having to sit in front of it. 


They did it in an episode 
of Stargate 
» I'd like a way to test my application’s 
ability to handle Windows’ 49.7-day 
rollover problem (Support.microsoft.com/ 
kb/843561), but | don’t want to wait 49 days. 
Is there anything that can make a Windows 
system run fast? (Say, one-second realtime 
equals one-minute Windows time?) Overclock 


the clock itself? 
|O} A busted clock skew setting will do 

it. Unfortunately, | don’t know whether 
Win98 (nothing since then has had the rollover 
bug) even uses a skew setting, much less how 
to deliberately screw it up. 

Alternatively, it's easy enough to write a little 
program to wedge itself between the system 
clock and other software and the software 
under test, and provide freaky time output: 
tinyurl.com/cg3sq. 


Aaron 
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Give my creation... LIFE! 
(2) My mother gave me an APC UPS 
powerstrip with a dead battery. The 
battery is a bit expensive to replace. 

It says it's 12V, four amp-hours (4000mAh). 
Is there any particular reason | couldn't just 


lengthen the wires and attach them to a spare 
car battery to get longer service out of it? 

The power around here tends to go out a lot, 
and it'd be nice to keep my cable modem going 
while | use the laptop in the dark. | remember 
your Franken-UPS from Atomic, and if this won't 
work I'll probably go with something like that, 
but easy is easy, right? 


failure, or (less likely) may overload when 
presented with the lower resistance of a much 
higher capacity battery. 

Any sealed lead acid battery of around the 
same capacity, however, should work fine. 
4Ah 12V ‘bricks’ are a standard type (today 
they may be nominally 4.2Ah, or something) 


David 


Might work, might not. The charger may 
interpret a long charge time as a battery 


available from various electronics stores, and 
should cost less than the stock battery. You'll 
still need the extension wires, though, because 
the cheap batteries are a different shape. 

| wouldn't be at all surprised if a 12V 7Ah-ish 
SLA brick also worked fine; that’s not much of 
a capacity jump. 7Ah batteries are the most 
commonly used SLA, and so they cost about 
the same as the 4Ah models. You can also get 
4Ah-ish 6V batteries that're (for some reason) 
less than half the price of a 4Ah 12V. Two of 
those in series might be your cheapest option. 


The heck with Media 
Centre Edition 


I've had my computer set up to output 


|=. video to our TV and audio to our stereo 
for quite a while. However the image has always 
been a little flickery and liney. I've read that | 
need a couple of ‘baluns’ in line, as video wants 
75 ohms while the Cat5 cable I’m using is 100 
ohm. 

What do you think? Are baluns of any use? 


And if so, how would | make one? 


and Services (www.allthings.com.au) have 


Eric 


Yes, you need ‘em, but you don’t have 
to make your own. Allthings Sales 


a selection of them, including the multi-plug 


versions that make it easier to move component 
video over Cats. 
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1/O OF THE MONTH 

i-RAMpage This introduces some new ways to screw 

=) The Gigabyte i-RAM is one sexy stuff up that don’t exist in the old-fashioned = 
piece of hardware. Is there an DOS-based Ghost 2003 (tinyurl.com/ 3 

automated way to backup the entire 4Gb 7jyce), but it ought to do what you want. c 

onto an image file on a hard drive, say Bear in mind, though, that overwriting (e} 

hourly? With the transfer rate of aSATAHDD, __ the image file hourly will, despite DMA, c 

this wouldn't take too long. Problem is, if significantly slow the system for the minute aS 

Windows is installed on the i-RAM, then can or three it takes. Which kind of defeats the | 

it be done while still using Windows? purpose of getting a hyper-fast solid state 

If this device can be made with an disk in the first place, if you ask me. You may 
automatic image hourly it's going tobe worth _also transfer any of the screw-ups you're 
every cent, as a restore would be quick as presumably trying to guard against to the 


well. 


Chris N 


Norton Ghost version 9 and later 

does indeed let you make image files 
from a system drive without restarting the 
computer. 


Baluns are just transformers, and you can 
wind them yourself on toroidal or straight cores 
in a variety of ways, but | don’t know the exact 
ins and outs of the ones for video to Cats. It’s 
not just getting the turn ratio right to match the 
impedance, since you also need to pick a core 
that'll give enough bandwidth. 

Easier to just buy the things, seeing as 
they're not terribly expensive. 


More storage fun 
ce | have a pair of WD 36GB Raptor drives in 
RAID 0 configuration, on an MSI 875P Neo- 
FIS2R motherboard, using the onboard Promise 
controller. But one day they stopped working. 

| thought that one hard disk might have 
failed, so because it was RAID 0 | wouldn't be 


able to recover any data at all. But | wanted to 
try disconnecting them and connecting them 
to the onboard Intel controller, with the right 
order for 1st and 2nd drive, and configure 
them as RAID 0 again, just to see if the 
problem might be with the Promise 
controller. 

| would like to Know if this is 
feasible, or if there is another way 
to recover the data on the drive. 
Or can | just kiss goodbye to all 
the data? 


Alejandro 


Perhaps, in theory at 
least, you could set 


image file before you know they exist. 

Given this, if you're concerned about 
preserving the data on an unpowered I-RAM 
beyond the ‘up to 16 hours’ that its built in 
battery provides, |’d suggest looking into 
bigger batteries. And, of course, making 
ordinary backups as normal. 


the drives back up in software RAID, if you use 
the same block size as the previous controller 
was using. There's probably some magic cookie 
that needs to be added to the top of the drives, 
though, which software RAID (or a different 
hardware RAID controller) won't believe is there 
until you repartition the volume. But maybe it 
can be done. 

Of course, you do not actually have any 
problem at all, because all of the data you 
value is backed up, right? | mean, you wouldn't 
have used a storage system that doubles your 
chance of a disk failure and still not made 
backups, right? 


That’s not a RAID problem. 
This is a RAID problem. 


hotbox 


interactive 
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made boxes every month! 


Welcome to Hotbox! Each month you'll find the winning 
Hotbox of the month and runners up as voted for online at 
www.atomicmpc.com.au. Want to win? Submit your box now! 


Defyant’s 
PeRs-pLexeD! 


The idea behind the concept was to make 

a ‘theme case’ in one weekend of modding « 
using only scrap and leftover parts around the 
workshop. The whole thing started with a post in 
the modding forum about someone who disliked 
clear perspex cases. His take on them was that 
not enough was being done to mod these and 
hat they were dust collectors. | took this as 

a challenge! The mod itself is very simple 

and shows, for anyone else that would like 

© attempt this type of mod, that with a bit of 
imagination, a very simple set of tools, basic 
modding skills and a spare weekend, a result 
ike this can be achieved. 


Defyant 


Warwick’s 
Intimidator 


| wanted a machine that would not just 
intimidate my friends and relatives | also wanted 
a machine that would be hassle free when 
playing the latest games. | wanted to max out 
everything. On my mechanical journey the only 
problems | faced were bad English and people 
trying to sell me products that had been sitting 
out the back for years. 

Warwick 
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The best reader-submitted custom 


technicaldetails 


e AMD Athlon XP 1800+ 

e¢ NVIDIA GeForce4 128MB 
e 512MB RAM 

¢ 120GB hard disk drive 

e 400W PSU 

e MPC600 pump 


technicaldetails 


e AMD Athlon 64 3500+ Venice 

e Gigabyte K8NF-9 
motherboard 

¢ GA GeForce 6800GT 256MB 

¢ Thermaltake Tsunami Silver 

e Seagate SATA 250GB HDD 

e LG 16x DVD+/-RW 


atemic 


technicaldetails 
e AMD Athlon XP 2600+ 
e GeForce4 Ti4200 
w/Zalman cooler 
e Seagate Barracuda 
160GB HDD 
e 512MB RAM 
e LG DVD+/-RW drive 
e Nexus 300W PSU 


Hotbox of the month wins a 


Gigabyte GA-G1975xX! 
scorskoneeet’ = @® GIGABYTE™ 


e Intel 975X Chipset 
T EC HeNTO LO. .G Y 


e Custom cooling system 
Power up with the extreme performance of an Intel Pentium 


5X 
ee ie WPseT 


e Dual BIOS protection 
e SATA 3Gb/s, RAID 


e Creative SBLive 24-bit sound Processor Extreme Edition featuring dual-core processing. 
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Nev@Lehma’s 
Tonkputer 


| wanted to create something very original and 
a used old 40-litre aluminium milk barrel caught 
my eye. Half of it is polished and shines like 
a mirror, and the second half is covered with 
a cow-like cloth. All the aluminium parts are 
self-made. The little cow inside is a birthday 
gift from my little sister. Here are the first of 
two articles about the case: www.patenttinet. 
com/artikkelit/tonkputer_1. 

Nev 


Fame, fortune, and free 
stuff can be yours! 
Send your Hotbox to 


and include the following: 


e 3-4 high resolution, well lit, pictures. 

e A 250 word description of how you 
made it, the obstacles you overcame, 
the tools you used, and your inspiration. 

e A detailed list of the machine's specs. 


GIGABYTE 


19 
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Sole Distributer 


Golden Leaf Technology Pty. Ltd. 


RAVE 
REVIEWS 


cont. 


Aug. 26, 2005 


"Absolutely 
exceptional memory 
capable of lower 
latency timings at 
stock speeds and still 
pull through with a 
jaw dropping 


ovetclock to boot." 


Aug. 31, 2005 
"In our tests, the 


PQI3200-1024DBUs 
turned out terrific 
performance along 
with impressive 
overclocking 
results....to top it off 
they're priced to sell!" 


INEITIIOOR Y 


tweaknews.comli 


hothardware.comIi 


- Ph: SYDNEY (02) 9922 1686 WIELBOURNE (03) 9824 5366 - www.goldenleaf.com.au 


\\> 
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W: re Atomic. You're Atomic. We know 
Wi: to build powerful machines. 
And so do you. So welcome to an all new 
section, dedicated to the glorious pursuit 
of performance computing. Overclocking, 
watercooling, tweaks and mods — whatever 
it takes to build the biggest, baddest, fastest 
mofo machine on the planet. 
We've specced and built a beast machine, 
but can you beat it? Is your PC faster? Prove it! 
In these pages we will feature contenders to 
beat the Matchbox machine. Both will be run 
through a gruelling set of benchmarks, and the 


matchbox: 


winning box announced. If your box can beat 
ours then fame, glory, and the adulation of the 
Opposite sex await you. Oh, and perhaps the 
biggest, most expensive prizes Atomic has 
ever offered! But even if victory doesn't come, 
your box will henceforth be listed on this page 
as one of the fastest machines in the world. 
Here’s how it works: You can see our Beast 
Box below. Lets call it Version 1.0. You've got 
some of the specs, so you have an idea of 
what you need to beat it. Use all your resouces. 
Hardware and overclocking, cooling and 
modding, drivers and registry tweaks. Whatever 


ATOMIC’S BEAST BOX 1.0 


Motherboard 
Central Processing Unit 
AMD Athion64 FxX57 


Memory Subsystem 


Graphics Subsystem 
TDH Extreme SLI 


Hard Disk Storage 
2 x WD 10k Raptor 
74GB in RAID O 


Cooling System 
120x25mm fan 


Power Supply Unit 


AND ENTER 


HOW TO 
ENTER 


Submit your box details to 


pictures, your name and address, 


and a contact phone number. 
Get to it and lets see if you've got 


what it takes to take down our 


ASUS ASN3S2-SLI Deluxe 


2GB OcZ PC4000 EB Platinum 


2 x Leadtek 7800GTX 


Thermalright XP120 + 


Coolermaster 550W PSU 
BUILD A BOX TO BEAT 
IT, OR SUBMIT YOUR 
READY-MADE MACHINE, 


MATCHBOX TO WIN! 


matchbox@atomic.com.au. Send 


east! 


Pere ed an Seat SER YeeCE ION 
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Competitive 
erformance PCs 
Atomic style 

it takes to build the fastest box in Oz. 

Submit the details via email and we'll take 
it from there to arrange benchmarking in the 
Atomic Labs. The machine with the highest 
score wins. It's that simple. 

The configuration of the Atomic box will stay 
the same until it is beaten. So if one contender 
doesn’t beat it, it's onto the next. Then, like 
Hotbox, we'll gather together all the winners at 
the end of the year for a final battle of who can 
build the beefiest box, and win a grand prize 
so sumpreme it makes supreme pizza look like 
Hawaiian. So are you hardcore enough? 


interactive 


Win-a-ding ding! 
To enter, go to www.atomicmpc.com.au/competitions. You can only enter once per 


competition or you'll be disqualified. You must provide a postal address and phone 
number for prize delivery when you enter (not a PO Box). 


10x 3DMarkOG 
Advanced Edition 


Benchmarks. Without them we'd have no way of comparing one PC to another PC. Instead, we'd 
have to judge performance using nothing but our eyes and a ruler, and gigantic tubs of jam, and 
you know how annoying that would be! 

Time to put eye and ruler away and grab a copy of the new 3DMark06 from Futuremark! Lucky 
for you, we have 10 3DMark06 Advanced Edition registration codes to give away, just answer the 
question below and you'll be in the running! 


competitions 


What is the name of the new 3D 
benchmark in 3DMark06? 


3DMARK Ss 


2x Western Digital 
Raptor X drives 


Hard drives — why must they be so slow? While the rest of your system components are shooting 
electrons at one another like a drunken family of suburban Americans with air rifles, your hard disk is 
making do with crappy iron and magnets. Iron! It's horrific. 

Western Digital just couldn't stand for it, and now we have the latest in HDD technology. With SATA 
150 support, a 16MB cache and 10,000rpms of raw speed, the 150GB Raptor X is no slouch in the 
data transfer department. We have two of these beauties to surrender via competition... all you have 
to do is answer the question below and one of these sex on a spindle drives could be yours! 


What recent hard drive technology was introduced to re- 
place longitudinal recording? 


To enter visit www.atomicmpc.com.au/competitions. The closing date for entries is 8 March 2006. Winners will be announced in Atomic 64. 


Atomic 60 winners: 2 x Silver Class One Year Web Hosting Packages from DolphinWebs.com.au Q. Who is credited as having invented the Interweb? A. Tim Berners Lee. M. Gordon, Epping, NSW. 

R. Wilkin, Leopold, VIC. 1 x inMotion IM7 boom box Q. When was the original iPod released? A. October 2001. G. Folkes, Five Dock, NSW. 5 x Woddles Penguin Waffle Maker Q. Which real life penquin 
species inspired Linus to use a penguin as the mascot for Linux? A. Fairy Penguin. H. Schubert, Southport, QLD. K. Barnes, Doonside, NSW. C. Stotter, South Plympton, SA. P. Fisher, Wongan Hills, WA. 
S. Berry, North Bondi, NSW. 


Terms and Conditions of Entry. 1. The promoter is Haymarket Media of 52 Victoria Street, McMahons Point, NSW 2060. Promotion period is from 9.00am on 8.02.06 until 12.00pm on 8.03.06. 2. Entry is 
open to residents of Australia and New Zealand. Management and employees of Haymarket Media and their immediate families, and any advertising, marketing or promotional firms associated with this 
promotion are not eligible to enter. 3. Enter by posting or emailing forms to Haymarket Media. 4. The draw will be held at the offices of Haymarket Media at 5.00pm on 08.03.06. Winners will be notified 
by mail and published in Atomic 64. The prizes are not transferable or exchangeable. 6. The judges' decision is final and no correspondence will be entered into. 7. The promoter reserves the right to 
publish the winner's name and suburb for promotional purposes. 8. All entries will become the property of Haymarket Media. 


a contributors advertising + marketing Atomic: Maximum Power Computing is published monthly by Haymarket Media. Company 
tim dean, daniel rutter, kate inabinet, t+61 2 8399 3611 f+61 2 8399 3622 registered in Australia (ABN 61 083 063 914). This publication may not be reproduced or 
leigh dyer, christopher taylor, bennett group key accounts transmitted in any form in whole or in part without the written permission of the publisher. 


. , Liability: While every care has been taken in the preparation of this m: ine, the publisher 
. ‘ rr y: ry as prepara agazine, pl 
.. favourite band or singer? ring, nathan davis, moz, hulks ser Hest Noein Oeste cannot be held responsible for the accuracy of the information herein, or any consequence 
BAcotingd ee : . sau arising from it. Please note that all review judgements have been made in the context of 
ditrlal’editonai@atarni a production marketing & promotions equipment available to Atomic at time of review. 
ecrorial editorial@atomicmpc.com,au Production manager neil parkin Editorial and product submission: Atomic welcomes all information on new and 
editor ashton mills pet shop boys alison maybury upgraded products and services for possible editorial coverage. However, we respecttully 
Senior writer logan booker howie day micheal franti & spearhead point out that the magazine is not obliged to either review or return unsolicited products. 
staff writer craig simms barenaked ladies rinted by webstar The Editor welcomes ideas for articles, preferably sent in outline form, with details of the 
subeditor richard! canning cave: i y heye market meee 61.2 8399 3622 | Zuthor’s background and a few samples of previously published work. We cannot accept 
online producer ben mansill lindsay lohan ; , responsibility for unsolicited copy and stress that it may take some time for a reply relating to 
Ne: PFO ly distributed b« 52 victoria street, these submissions to be sent out. Artomic: All submissions must be the original work of the 
editorial director debra taylor frank sinatra network distribution company memahons point, person submitting, and submitted works become the property of Haymarket Media. 
(02) 9282 8777 nsw 2060 australia 


design design@atomicmpc.com.au gordon & gotch new zealand managing director jeremy vaughan / April 2003 - 
art director bill chan oasis (09) 625 3005 director karl penn ©) March 2004: 
Product photography jason busch associate publisher jon westnedge 29,948 
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Moz Well, it’s been another interesting month on Hulks Was that the same hammer we used on 


the forums. As if it wouldn't be. your guitar? 

There's been some shuffling around among 
the moderators with a few standing down Moz Shut up. But unknown to many, there are 
for a well-earned rest. PhR33X and gramyre other more technical sections of the forums, 
have been doing this mostly thankless task for 


many years now and their contributions to the 


where geeks go to discuss the very essence 
of geekiness. 

community have been enormous. New to the Over in Programming, AnthraxPants wanted 
mod crew are Lambo, The Salty Peanut and the _ to find out all about coding for games so he can 
triumphant return of new-dad Morris. write the next best seller. He found out that even 
with extreme dedication, he'd be looking at 


Hulks We all know why they quit. You might a good few years before he can make an impact 


want to try bathing occasionally. on the gaming world. 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/forums. 
Moz Shut up. The Green Room has had its asp?s=2&c=10&t=3348 
usual share of fun. Chuck Norris, The Hoff, 
Christopher Walken and a number of female 


celebrities have been the subject of many a 


Hulks Don't let it stop you mate! Moz spent years 
not shaving, and look where it got him! They 
discussion. Jeff Spicoli entertained us with word actually had to shave him down for the werewolf 
plays and strange food, and Handle666 has 
been teaching us all how to play rock guitar with 


varying degrees of success. 


part in Harry Potter. 


Moz Shut up. The Modding section provided us 


Hulks How many times have the police been 
called to our place this week? 


Moz Shut up. We even had an election! It was 
decided by the populace that we needed a 
mayor. The campaign period was blissfully 
short, but was rife with vote rigging, bribery, 
slander and shenanigans. 

In the end, The Fuzz Damn You! was duly 
elected to office amid much fanfare. What he 
actually will do with the title is less obvious, 


| 
| 


as he has as much political clout as a cheap 


Taiwanese hammer. Still, we've given him a 
POTM mouse because we laughed so much. 


post of the month 


asp?s=1 &c=1&t=78341&p=0 

Vote [1] Fuzz for Mayor of Atomic 

— One of a couple of threads on the topic, 
but the best one. Several Atomicans 
rallied for the new, ineffectual and largely 
self-appointed role of ‘Atomic Mayor’. 

The Fuzz Damn You! won by a landslide, 
but it was his startlingly adept way with 
political spin-doctoring that impressed us 
the most. 


The Christmas festive season shows no signs 
of ending any time soon. Wonderful silliness 
abounds here, tempered well with a good 
dose of the usual serious stuff. 

We're giving it to silliness this time. Or 
political gravitas, depending on which way 
you look at it or who you ask. 


The Fuzz Damn You! 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/forums. 


A hands-on look into the 
awesome Atomic community. 


WWW. atormlicmpe.Cem. alias 
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TADID 428-1 "py Strapons BBEK 


ams 1:57:02 PM <} 
14s10/05 1:57:02 Ph by NeOn 82 


ykzamy¥ 
70 Cece TRB ~ 2n.co OM 
with many wondrous ideas for our next Hotbox, 


although some took it a little far. _kapone_'s 


1Uubisqem 


savoury mod had most of us speechless. 
| somehow doubt that ‘box’ was meant to be 
taken so literally. 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/forums. 
asp?s=2&c=18&t=3866 

Musings from aioth on a CPU keyring mod 
cut right to the heart of the true Atomican geek 
— ‘If it's broken, you can still make cool stuff 
with it. 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/forums. 
asp?s=2&c=18&t=3851 

Did you know there is also a forum for console 


games? It's a well-kept secret, so well kept 

in fact, that none of the moderators are even 

aware of its existence. Nevertheless, the console 

faithful have been flocking to this forum to 

discuss the new Xbox 360. | 
If you want to know what the other consolers 


are playing, you need look no further than 
UgLee's thread asking just that. 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/forums. 
asp?s=3&c=13&t=3973 
The responses were surprisingly varied, 
ranging from the obvious to the ridiculous. | 


Hulks Thank goodness they deleted your posts. 
| don’t think anyone wanted to hear about the 
games you play with frozen chickens. 


Moz Shut up. So, when you are done with the 
magazine, boot up your PC and get online with 
the like-minded folks on the Atomic forums and 
create your own fun! 


Hulks Like you do with a Steggles? 


A natural politician, the Fuzz 
has since gone on to give Mayor 
Quimby a run for his money 
and we are looking forward 
to enjoying his community 
improvement initiatives... lesbians 
and beer indeed. 


A Logitech G5 ubermouse is coming your 
way, M’Lord. 
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Ov It's what separates us from the 
wild animals. 


Not that animals are short on valid opinions. 
It's just that they can’t express them in an 
educated, constructive fashion. Say with 
English or sign language. I'm sure that if you 
asked a horse (in Horsey) what it thinks of the 
gigantic hole in the ozone layer or the rising 
price of gold bullion, it would have mountains 
of information to disgorge on everything from 
intelligent automobiles and pollution to high-risk 
mining shares. 

Putting boiler room-running smart car-driving 
equines aside, opinions are an essential part of 
the psyche. Perspective, like all aspects of the 
human condition, is tied to one’s ego, so any 
assault on an opinion is often interpreted as an 
attack on one’s personality and self-being. 

A good opinion however can be useful, 
thought provoking, entirely warranted and 
genuine without stepping on any psychological 
toes. At other times it can crush feet like a 
circus elephant, impaling smart cars packed 
with sad-faced clowns on ivory tusks. 

How's that for a juxtapostion of happy and 
sad? Oh, and clowns and elephants. 

Ahem. Putting elephants aside for now 
(no easy task | can tell you, unless you 
happen to own a forklift or Andre the Giant) 
| stumbled upon this the other day: tinyurl. 
com/cs45q. It's a column on gaming journalism 
by Aaron McKenna. In the article, McKenna 
berates games previews, reviews and 
associated articles in the current age as being 
unadventurous, labelling them as ‘generic, 
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structured and circumspect’. 

The crutch of McKenna's argument is that 
gaming press is lacking in maturity and relies 
too much on structured writing. Previews are 
vacuous of any real opinion and game reviews 
are too formulaic. 

The thing is, | can’t remember the last time 
someone came up to me and complained that 
my latest game review failed to make me the 
next CS Lewis or Terry Pratchett. And that's a 
good thing, because it’s not like | come to work 
every day and attempt to scribe the world’s next 
The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. Most 
of the time | get to work and find a comfy spot 
under my desk to fall asleep. | am the George 
Costanza of publishing. Except with hair. 

That's kind of off topic, but | felt it was 
important. I’m not fat either. Thought | should 
say that too, before going back to McKenna. 


A game review in essence is a report. When 
you read a report you want facts and structure. 
The difference here is that we need to make 
that report entertaining or it'll fall flat on its face 
faster than Mr T with a gallon of malt whisky in 
his belly. 

If McKenna really feels as strongly as 
he does about the terrible state of gaming 
journalism, he is free to get writing and start 
correcting it. The point I'm making here is that 
opinions are just that - opinions - and you 
should never take them as gospel, even from 
sites as reputable as, uh, TG Daily. Neither 
should you say one thing and then go and do 
the complete opposite. 

Opinion rears its head in other ways, as 
opinions are want to do. Take for instance 
your average flame war on an Internet forum, 
an experience any Atomican will be well 
accustomed to. 

Sensible arguments simply do not happen 
on the Internet. It is not a place for an orderly 
debate; it’s a place where one person yells 
at another one electronically, while the other 
person waits semi-patiently to yell back in a 
similar manner. Points are ignored, people 
drown in a sea of sophistries and baby Jesus 
cries. | was going to add something about 
kittens dying, but that seemed cruel. That's what 
Pratchett is for. Wit that is, not kitten-killing. 

The Internet lacks any true confrontation 
which means you can stand hand-in-hand with 
your argument, finding safety in anonymity 
and the inside of your blanket. No amount of 
security however will rid you of that awful feeling 
when you realise your clasping the greasy hand 
of an argument constructed of paper reeds and 
diesel fuel. Which brings us back to smart cars. 

Well, not really. | just realised they're green 
cars. Or hybrid cars. Whatever, we should be 
riding horses anyway. 


can horses. Mr Ed permitting. 


Smart cars and horses. You don’t hear them complaining. Mostly because cars can’t talk, and neither 
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Video card manufacturer of the year 


ReaderAwards2003 


Enter a World 
of Visual Velocity 


For the ultimate in performance gaming, the Radeon® X1K 
Series combine a radically new ultra-threaded core 3D 
architecture and Shader Model 3.0, unleashing the most 
mind-blowing gameing effects. With ATI’s revolutionary Avivo™ 
video and display technology to drive performance to new 
heights with incredible speed and intense 3D graphics. The 
Radeon® X1iK Serues are CrossFire™ Ready to deliver 
multi-GPU gaming performance. 


PowerColor X1800 XT 
GameFX Board Series 


- 625MH2/1.5GHz 
VIVO - 256-bit Memory Bandwidth 
DUAL DVI] - Shader Model 3.0 support 
- Microft® DirectX® 9.0c 
5 1 r=4 OpenGL® support 
MB GooR3| ~ CrossFire’ Ready 
256-bit} - windows® Vista Ready 


PowerColor X1600 XT 
GameFX Board Series 


- 600MH2z/1.4GHz 
VIVO - 128-bit Memory Bandwidth 
DUAL DVI - Shader Model 3.0 support 
- Microft® DirectX® 9.0c 


256 OpenGL® support 


MB GoDR3| ~ CrossFire™ Ready 
128-bit} - windows® Vista Ready 


PowerColor X1300 PRO 
GameFX Board Series 


- 600MH2/1.0GHz 
BRAVO] - 128-bit Memory Bandwidth 


VIV OF} - Shader Model 3.0 support 
- Microft® DirectX® 9.0c 
2 56 OpenGL® support 
- CrossFire™ Ready 
MB GDDR3 } 
128-bit] - Windows® Vista Ready 
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www.umart.net 
\-Plus Solution 02 9746 0288 
www.aplus.net.au 
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07 3369 3928 
www.umart.com.au 


Custom Compu 07 5493 8277 
www.ccsqld.com 

08 6363 5029 
www.nintek.com.au 


al Computers 03 6234 5677 
www.tasmanianpc.com.au 


